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ABSTRACT 
The widespread uses of social media have been celebrated as a unique opportunity to redesign innovative learning
environments that position students at the center of a participatory, multiliteracy and peer learning experience.  This
article problemitizes the connection between the social uses of new media and relevant educational practices and
proposes more rigorous theoretical frames that can be used to guide future research into the role of social media in
education. This article reports on a case study of a small group of students who use an online module to study media,
culture and communication as part of a wider master’s programme. The students were invited to reflect in a more
reflexive and theoretical manner than is commonly used in a standard course evaluation about their experiences of
engaging with social media as both the medium and the subject of the course. The article discusses the student expe-
rience as it unfolded in the context of an assessed piece of project work. In discussing the findings the authors locate
the arguments in the context of debates about new literacies, pedagogy and social media as well as in an emergent
theory of self-curatorship as a metaphorical frame for understanding the production and representation of identity in
digital media. 

ABSTRACT (Spanish)
El uso de los medios sociales se ha extendido notablemente y se considera ya como una oportunidad única para el
diseño de entornos innovadores de aprendizaje, donde los estudiantes se conviertan en protagonistas de experiencias
de multialfabetización participativas y entre iguales. El trabajo cuestiona la conexión entre los usos sociales de los
nuevos medios y las prácticas educativas relevantes, y propone marcos teóricos más rigurosos que puedan orientar
en futuras investigaciones sobre el papel de los medios sociales en la educación. El trabajo reflexiona sobre el estudio
de caso llevado a cabo en un grupo de alumnos en un módulo on-line como parte de un programa de máster sobre
medios de comunicación, cultura y comunicación. Se invitó a los estudiantes a desenvolverse en estrategias de eva-
luación más allá de las convencionales, con el fin de teorizar y reflexionar sobre sus experiencias con los medios
sociales como soporte y materia del curso. El artículo analiza la experiencia de los estudiantes evaluados en el con-
junto del proyecto. Durante la exposición de resultados, los autores situaron los argumentos en el contexto del debate
sobre las nuevas alfabetizaciones, la pedagogía y los medios sociales, así como en el marco de la teoría emergente
de la autogestión del individuo en estos contextos, como marco metafórico para comprender la producción y la
representación de la identidad en los medios digitales.
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1. Introduction

1.1. Social media, pedagogy and literacy 

The rise of social networks such as Facebook and
of social media activities such as blogging, photo and
video sharing have been widely explored in literature
which seeks to position them variously as socio-techni-
cal phenomena (Katz, 2006) as instances of youth
media production (Barker, 2009; Boyd, 2007) and as
liberating and groundbreaking communicative activi-
ties worldwide, especially in the affluent networked
societies of the developed world. For the most part,
they use traditional methodologies drawn from socio-
cultural theory, including the use of audience studies
(adapted to incorporate the notion of audience as pro-
ducer), large-scale surveys and smaller scale inter-
views. The studies also draw from an educational the-
ory base. A raft of enthusiasts and evangelists for the
potential of online social spaces have begun to write
about their impact on education and the rise of the
user as author, peer learning, new participatory cultu-
res and literacies (Duffy & Bruns, 2006; Jenkins, & al.,
2006; Rettberg, 2008; Williams & Jacobs, 2004). 

According to some scholars, this is not an unpro-
blematic endeavour, enmeshed as it is with an over
celebration of technology of and for itself (Buckin g -
ham, 2007). Critics contend that too much of the lite-
rature that promotes social media’s potential for edu-
cation lacks the rigorous and overarching theoretical
frame that is needed to explore and reconcile student
practices with new media with educational practice.
In an attempt to map out future directions for teaching
and research in the field, this article attempts to explo-
re the celebratory claims about the integration of new
technology tools in educational environments. On one
level, it is concerned with reporting the experiences of
a small group of students on a Masters degree in
Media, Culture and Communication. On another
level, the analysis of the student experiences and acti-
vities presents an opportunity to theorize and present
potential research questions to guide further empirical
research in social media and learning.

1.2. Exploring usable theories and frameworks 

Participation, affinity and identity are common the-
mes throughout the research literature about the con-
text of social media and learning (Dahlgren, 2007;
Gee, 2004; Ito & al., 2009) together with frameworks
that allow us to see how «socialising» the various acti-
vities might be a useful construct for examining the
phenomena (Crook, 2001). As Merchant (forthco-
ming, 2012) points out, the benefits of exploring those
themes within formal educational settings too often

end up being described rather than actually theorised.
Thus, many studies report that young people are enga-
ging with informally organised networks in ways
which simply must have a means of mapping onto
educational settings and systems, if only the systems
were permeable and permissive and allowed for the
simple integration of technological tools to think and
interact with.

This is a major gap in thinking for at least two rea-
sons. First, there is no easy way of bringing together
the arguments made about identity and representation
in socio-cultural theory (Goffman, 1990; Giddens,
1991) with those made in learning theory (Wenger,
1998) At best we can describe the sorts of dispositions
and skills which learners appear to have by their acti-
vity in such spaces and turn to diverse networked the-
ories of learning (Engeström, Miettinen, & Punamäki,
1999; Gee, 2004; Wenger, 1998) to allow us to dis-
cern mappings to educational practice. Second, edu-
cational experience is bound up in learner identity the-
ory and is not always accounted for in discussions
about the open and performative spaces of social
media in informal spaces such as peer networks.

Two theoretical frames show promise as a way to
bridge this gap. First, scholars have explored the way
that social capital is obtained through the uses of social
media by individuals and groups in much of the same
way that that social capital is obtained in other social
spaces (Hargitai, 2007). Second, theories of identity
which are concerned with building on conceptions of
performance (Goffman, 1990) and notions of ontolo-
gical (in)security (Giddens, 1991) can be framed in the
context of new literacies. 

Thus, the usable and useful frameworks in this
study are drawn from meta-level discussions of identity
theory in combination with social capital and learning
theory. In thinking about how learners represent them-
selves in digital media we also need to think more
about how aspects of identity are played out in the
context of educational systems, particularly assessment
systems. If, as Merchant and others have asserted, digi-
tal media reveal the «anchored and transient» repre-
sentations of the self as presented by learners
(Merchant, 2005), what does this mean for education
at all levels? In this regard, it becomes important to
locate this study within the context of assertions about
major changes to the status and organisation of the
‘self’ in new media.

1.3. Contexts: The module and the students

Internet Cultures, the module, on which students
aged 20-50 were working in this study, was one
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option on a masters programme concerned with
media, culture and communication. It was devised to
join other production and critical theory modules in
order to move the whole programme, and its students,
forward into a more productive engagement with new
social media forms. One of the key theoretical frames
in the module, as noted above, was provided by
Lievrouw and Livingstone (2006).

This enabled the students to approach the subject
from three different perspectives. First, they could
consider the artefacts or devices used to communicate
or convey information and
how these were changing.
Second, they could look fur -
ther at the practices in which
people engage to share infor-
mation. Finally, they could
begin to question the ‘new-
ness’ of the new social arran-
gements which evidently deve-
lop around these devices, tools
and associated practices. In
particular, they could examine
both the enthusiastic claims for
the uses of social media tools
in education (Downes, 2004)
and the more measured, rea-
soned and even sceptical
accounts (Buckingham, 2007;
Selwyn, 2010). 

All students were expec-
ted to create and maintain a
blog during the course, thus
becoming the agents in the
study and also the self-reflexi-
ve objects of the study.
Students were asked to keep
the blog at least during the 10 weeks of the module,
with the aim, not of studying blogging as a form, so
much as using the blog as a vehicle with which to
engage with the wider aspects of online social media,
pedagogy and identity formation. At the end of that
time, they were expected in written work to reflect on
the process in the light of their experience, their posts
and their exchanges with fellow students, tutors and
comments from the wider Internet. They were also
expected to write in the light of theoretical readings
which were provided for them and/or which they
located themselves. 

The module design encompassed a mixed mode
delivery. An all day face to face session at the start of
the summer term set out the parameters for explora-

tion, provided some initial theoretical input, and allo-
wed students to start blogging. A similar day two thirds
of the way through the module gathered thoughts
developed so far from amongst all of the blogs, revie-
wed the main issues and set out how these were to be
turned into assignments and critical, reflective
accounts of experience. WordPress was used as the
main vehicle for the blog creation, allowing students to
make connections and to write in the simplest form
possible. It was used in partnership with a Virtual
Learning Environment to raise issues of troubleshoo-

ting to do with the course more generally as well as to
present resources and activities week by week (Potter,
2008).

The subject matter for the blogs, which was self-
chosen, ranged from political analysis in a specific
sphere such as civic participation or critical pedagogy,
personal diaries, hobbies and pastimes, through cultu-
ral experiences in diary form of living in London (a fre-
quent subject for students from different countries)
and academic treatises.

The student body on the Internet Cultures module
fell into two distinct groups: teachers and non-tea-
chers. As a result of this breadth of experience, expec-
tations were differentiated. For students who were
working as teachers and who wished to create a blog
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We could argue that this process has engendered what a

great many instances of new technologies do, that is, they

make visible certain processes and practices which were

previously invisible. Thus the blogs in the module, to an

extent like social networking sites, were revelatory, not in

the sense that they were fostering inherently new processes

so much as rendering them newly visible. There is a 

difference because in the former, the case can be made by

enthusiasts and evangelists alike of the essentialism of the

technology to the process. In the latter case, the emphasis is

on the everyday lived experience of culture amongst the 

participants with the blog as a catalyst.



based on their professional life, the blog existed as a
separate entity from their own written exchanges and
reflections during the course which were located insi-
de the course Virtual Learning Environment. For the
rest of the students who were not teaching but wor-
king in media settings or studying, the blog itself was
the main vehicle for both the practical task and the cri-
tical reflection. The following diagram represents the
balance between practice and theory in the course:

2. Material and methods

2.1. Research questions and methodology 

There were three research questions, as follows:
• To what extent does the experience of partici-

pating in social media activities in an academic capa-
city enable one simultaneously to explore and to rese-
arch such spaces and activities? 

• In this context, what does it actually mean to
learn and to be assessed in such spaces? 

• Finally, how do students mesh such potentially
theoretically challenging experiences with their every-
day experiences of culture, work, leisure and family life?

The case study approach suggested itself for two
reasons. The first was to help develop an understan-
ding of the setting at a sufficiently deep level to frame
a meaningful interpretation of the texts produced by
the bloggers in this instance. The second was to gene-
rate a small amount of rich data which give sufficient
detail and depth to the close textual analysis of blog
posts.

Interview questions were grouped to address the
areas bounded by the research questions. We began
with questions on the nature of identity and connec-
tedness (Merchant, 2012). We moved on to ask in
more detail about the self-revelatory aspects of the
blog (Bauman, 2004; Giddens, 1991; Goffman, 1990).
We then asked about the balance between critical
theory and practice on the module before moving into
issues of sustainability beyond the course itself into the
lives of the learners. 

2.2. Establishing the sample and informed consent

The work took place under the research guideli-
nes of the British Educational Research Association,
under informed consent and with guarantees of
anonymity. Written consent to publish quotations was
obtained from the six subjects who chose to volunteer
for the study and all their names and their Wordpress
IDs were anonymised.

3. Results

The six participants produced writing in the blogs
with a range of topics and interests. Student A wrote a
highly personal, mainly text-based blog reflecting on
her decision-making process around entering the tea-
ching profession. Student B wrote a blog which moved
between the cultural differences she experienced as a
foreign student in London and the wider UK. Student
C described her blog as mainly being about being her-
self and «chatting». She lived in the far north of the UK
and her blog was written in a personal diary form,
documenting events in text and visual modes but
simultaneously metaphorically looking over her shoul-
der at the assessment process. Student D used his blog
as a means for reflecting on his PhD proposal looking
at issues of critical pedagogy, embodiment and repre-
sentation in online spaces. Student E was a creative
practitioner and lecturer in art and drama. She created
more than one blog, used as many of the technical fea-
tures and widgets provided in the software as she pos-
sibly could. Her purpose in creating the blog in this
way was to explore creative elements of production
and experimentation as well as the boundaries of the
technology in relation to offline and non-technological
pedagogic practices. Student F engaged with the
debates around youth and civic participation online
with some posts concerned specifically with digital
identities and youth media. 

3.1. Feelings on academic blogging

The first group of attitudinal questions about aca-
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Figure 1: Map showing the elements of the module featured in the research.



demic blogging revealed a range of responses across
the six students. Student A actively liked the idea of
having the opportunity to blog as part of an academic
course, forcing the pace, but not infringing on personal
life and with no particular feelings of self-conscious-
ness in evidence: «As it was a critiqued element of an
academic course I was able to blog in a much more
regular fashion than I have been able to in the past. It
did not infringe on my personal life at all as it was, in
effect, my work. I think we all blogged in our own
manner, though my blog was perhaps more self-reflec-
tive and personal than most». 

For student F there was evident discomfort with
the experience of being «out there» on the wider
Internet which nevertheless was welcomed as a facet
of identity construction. There was also tacit acknow-
ledgement in the following quotation of feelings and
representations potentially having wider effects
amongst the group of bloggers… «I was very happy
about having to blog, although there were many
aspects about it that made me feel uncomfortable (I
should probably clarify that I think «feeling uncomfor-
table» can be a good thing for learning!) Firstly, I didn’t
really want to write a personal blog about my life or
«inner world». I have too much respect for any possi-
ble reader to want to put that kind of stuff out there,
however, no offence meant for anyone who does
write that kind of blog…».

Others essentialised the blogging experience,
reporting that such representations and alignments
were a facet of modern living; there was nothing unu-
sual about the process in this respect, it was simply
taking its place in the panoply of human activity which
is connected with the reflexive project of the self
(Giddens, 1991). On having to construct the self in
published form in this way through the module, stu-
dent B noted: «I did not have a problem with that. In
our modern world we have to acquire an online iden-
tity in order to communicate with others…».

The idea that identity construction is part of co-
construction and communication in social media was
never far from responses in this first group. However,
more than one felt that blogging was essentially «false»
in the context of a course, knowing that the act of
making the blog was being observed for the purposes
of assessment, and that you were effectively confron-
ting the integration of an additional level of performa-
tivity into your academic life. 

3.2. Self revelation

Self-revelatory questions allowed for these themes
to develop further. One of the students developed the

argument about the false nature of the work, descri-
bing how blogging was about constructing an artifice
for exhibition. It made him feel like he was talking to a
reflection of himself, but in a public forum. He also
made the claim that if he were not writing for the
course the format would allow more spontaneity and
that his style and voice would be different. Student F
wrote: «I have said that I felt that in a way my blogging
was ‘false’, or perhaps ‘artificial’, how can I explain? I
knew I was doing it for a course, so especially at the
start it felt a bit like talking to myself in the mirror... I
guess that had I started a blog spontaneously, the blog
would have been about something else, something I’m
passionate about probably, and my style/voice would
be different. For the course, I knew I was being
‘observed’; if doing it spontaneously I would of course
have my imagined audience, perhaps some friends I
would tell about my blog, so it would have felt diffe-
rent I’m sure».

Again the sense of falsehood and lack of sponta-
neity is located as «being down to observation, a con-
dition in which the blog writer continually exists,
where self revelation is skewed in some way by the
purposes of the blog and by the perceived nature of
the observation and the observers. 

There was a general consensus, however, among
the volunteers, that it was possible to keep the roles
and relationships in their right place and actively to
enjoy the balancing act through the process. As student
C wrote: «I found the whole thing great fun. Once I
had started I tried to keep up with blogging regularly. I
tried to blog as me - semi personal, but on a course».

Student E felt that the act of self-revelation did not
provide the cogency, focus or clarity that she required
of herself academically, and produced levels of dissa-
tisfaction with her blog. She took it through many
changes. She also began to explore modes of repre-
sentation which went beyond text into audio and
video, in ways in which others did not. She was by far
the most experimental of the participants, deleting,
changing and moving whole blogs and content in a
restless pursuit of self-revelation and bettering of artis-
tic and pedagogic practice. She alluded during this
time to the influence of the timing of the course. She
wrote: «The first few blogs were a lot about me and
exploring the blog arena but once I had attended the
first residential that changed. I decided the blog needed
a focus and a meaning. We have such a short time on
these modules that I feel we need to focus very much
on getting as much out of them as possible. I also feel I
am not a great writer; there were some blogs that had
great simple words and thoughts but that did not work
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for me. That does not mean that I did not go searching
for a blog that would be very personal to me, it was just
expressed in a very visual way».

3.3. Theory v practice balance across the module

In at least one case we found that engagement of
the kind available in the module had provoked and sti-
mulated thought about what it meant to be critical and
reflective at a deeper level; student F wrote as follows:
«On the question of being critical… I feel that «critical»
is such an overused word and covers so many diffe-
rent positions and ideologies that it becomes an «empty
signifier»… it can be adopted by anyone to mean anyt-
hing. I certainly felt the space to be critical (according
to my own understanding of the word) and I think that
is reflected in my blog and course assignment… I
expect that if I do a PhD, I might blog in order to help
me engage with theory…».

Here there is less apparent concern with the subs-
tance and more with the process; this particular student
was using the form as a way of writing his way through
to more substantial thought; blogging not specifically as
reflective tool so much as a method to get into deeper
level of engagements in other academic arenas.

Student E expressed the view that there should
have been more theoretical input and more opportu-
nity to look more widely at non-blog-based Internet
cultures… «I think the blog can be as critical as the
individual student wants it to be. Personally, I would
have benefited from more theory on the course and
more forms of theory regarding non-blogged based
Internet cultures». Here we see an argument based on
the currency of the form and its connection or discon-
nection with other social spaces on the Internet, such
as virtual worlds and other social networks.

Student C worried that her exploration had not
been at a sufficient critical depth but that there was so
much work to be done in the whole field of blogging
and education, not least to theorise the relationship to
literacy practices (of which more below in section 4…
). She wrote: «I spent so long exploring I don’t think I
was that critical. For me there is so much more work
to do in this area that I need to go back and review the
work. I do think that some of the issues were behind
the work in blogging in Education that is happening.
Because it is so literacy based there is a lot of work to
be done on the future uses and possibilities».

3.4. Impacting on practice in social media and 

pedagogy

Turning to the influence of the course on activity
and identity afterwards, the response from most stu-

dents was generally positive about the impact on life
outside the confines of the module. Student E repor-
ted a huge success in taking her blog out into a formal
educational setting. The key for her seemed with
which different modalities could be combined in the
process, with the key elements of collection and distri-
bution as the most useful properties of the medium.
She wrote… «All my group now have media blogs and
all the work goes onto their blog. It has changed the
classroom…for visual students they can display work
without literacy problems and it looks so professional».

Student F pointed out that he wanted to use the
blog in future dissertation writing, calling it an «inten-
tional new practice». He said that the experience sho-
wed how a blog could be powerful and effective as a
place in which to collect a repository of ideas explore
them in a form of research journal and also crucially
collect feedback from readers. 

«My first blog was specifically set up with the ulti-
mate objective of providing me with an online resour-
ce to help me define ideas and reflect in preparation
for the dissertation. So it was an intentional new prac-
tice, one which I intend to continue using throughout
the dissertation research / writing period. The expe-
rience has also showed me how powerful and effecti-
ve a blog can be as a mix of research journal / reposi-
tory of ideas / feedback collection tool».

4. Discussion

Blogging is not a new medium and its history is tra-
ceable back to the earliest days of the Internet
(Rettberg, 2008). However, its position in the panoply
of social media, as a relatively slow and reflective tool,
with a degree of end-user control over its modalities
and functions, lends itself to academic and educational
exploration. Certainly in this module it was a means to
explore Internet cultures without engaging principally
with issues of privacy and ownership in social networ-
king sites, their content and other ethical issues. These
spaces were never far from the students’ minds in
terms of comparisons, but the blog afforded some
quasi-personal distance from the day-to-day presenta-
tion and the slower rendering visible of some of the
processes of identity construction.

4.1. Identity construction as literacy practice

The students saw the blog as a space in which
they presented and represented aspects of themselves
within a performative context. In this they were taking
part in the cultural practices of representation which
exist both inside and outside the formal structures of
the course. Since the multiliteracies debates (Cope &
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Kalantzis, 2000) the wider definitions of literacy, such
as those offered by Brian Street (1985) have served to
underline a view of how cultural practices are also lite-
racy practices. The students were being asked to pro-
blematise what they experienced as participants in
lived culture whilst they simultaneously created con-
tent and re-making their identity in a shared, observed
space.

In a sense this is nothing new but, following some
of the comments from the students themselves, we
could argue that this process has engendered what a
great many instances of new
technologies do, that is, they
make visible certain processes
and practices which were pre-
viously invisible. Thus the
blogs in the module, to an
extent like social networking
sites, were revelatory, not in
the sense that they were foste-
ring inherently new processes
so much as rendering them
newly visible. There is a diffe-
rence because in the former,
the case can be made by ent-
husiasts and evangelists alike of
the essentialism of the techno-
logy to the process. In the latter
case, the emphasis is on the
everyday lived experience of
culture amongst the partici-
pants with the blog as a
catalyst.

4.2. The blog as a form of

social media

Blogging itself is the form
in which we have used it is not
the most common use of social
media on the Internet. The intention was never to
portray it or attempt to sell it to the students as such.
Indeed, as we have seen, our students reminded us in
some of their responses that we needed to find ways
of exploring the wider experience of life online, inclu-
ding other forms of social networking. We have
always discussed these and maintain them as key
aspects of personal research and commentary during
the course but we acknowledge that we need to
amplify that the blog is only the medium and need not
be the form under investigation itself.

Blogging allows different modes to become availa-

ble to be combined to make meaning but it is uncertain
how we account for them fully and this tension goes
to the heart of the integration of new literacy practices
in a system which is essentially based in old literacy
practices. Perhaps the only way to do this is to expand
our notions of what is considered to be literacy practi-
ce in new media, a debate which a number of acade-
mics are now engaged in, trying to locate a way to
reconcile semiotics and cultural studies, the multimo-
dal texts and the world in which the texts arise (Burn,
2009). 

4.3. Collection, distribution and exhibition

Elsewhere there is a growing acknowledgement
that the management of the versions of the self in
social media is a key skill in late modernity and that this
process is also about how this version of the self con-
nects with others, participates in networks and makes
sense in a variety of contexts (Wenger, 1998). In
some forms of new media production this is characte-
rised as metaphorical process of curatorship (Potter,
2010). This is not the process we know as collection
management in museums and archives so much as the
collection, distribution and exhibition management of

It requires further study to make sense of how learner and

teacher identity plays out in an era in which self-curatorship

is a key skill and disposition in new media. For some, 

certainly not all, young people, this fluid and multifaceted

representational world is something they recognise as a 

cultural practice and as a literacy practice that they are 

engaging with inside and outside the classroom. It is likely

that future pedagogy will need to build on the skills and 

dispositions of intergenerational groups in social media not

least to connect with the need to develop criticality in 

performative space (Banaji, 2011). Finally, future 

research should consider how we reconcile the 

tensions which emerge. 



the self across social media. There is no sense in these
literacy activities that the self is ever completely «finis-
hed» even, as in the case of these students, at the point
of assessment. 

4.4. Social media and pedagogy: belonging and

criticality in performative space

The process of engaging with social media took
the students into a (mostly) productive engagement
with words, images, sounds and making connections.
Engagement is sometimes celebrated in contemporary
media studies literature as an end in itself (Downes,
2004). As Hargittai (2008: 293) has suggested, «the
membership of certain online communities mirrors
people’s social networks in their everyday lives; thus
online actions and interactions cannot be seen as tabu-
la rasa activities, independent of existing offline identi-
ties». This was played out for and by our students in
their expectations of comments from peers or students,
their re-framing of their own identities, their anxieties
around assessment and the production of a blog as
part of an academic exercise, however the rules of the
game were far from static. The notion that requiring a
blog as part of an academic assessment might be less
challenging than writing a traditional academic essay
turned out to be quite misplaced in that most of our
students were more comfortable and experienced in
traditional academic formats than they were in the
reflection-made-public mode required by the blog for-
mat. It requires further study to make sense of how
learner and teacher identity plays out in an era in
which self-curatorship is a key skill and disposition in
new media. For some, certainly not all, young people,
this fluid and multifaceted representational world is
something they recognise as a cultural practice and as
a literacy practice that they are engaging with inside
and outside the classroom. It is likely that future peda-
gogy will need to build on the skills and dispositions of
intergenerational groups in social media not least to
connect with the need to develop criticality in perfor-
mative space (Banaji, 2011). 

Finally, future research should consider how we
reconcile the tensions which emerge. We could per-
haps start by investigating the links to the wider, pro-
ductive culture in which the module resides, not least
in how we can conduct more longitudinal research in
the field which sees us investigate the notion of cura-
torship in new media more fully.
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