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INTRODUCTION 

Prairienet, founded in 1993, is community information and resource network for Champaign-

Urbana and the surrounding East-Central Illinois region, offered as a community service by the 

Graduate School of Library and Information Science at the University of Illinois at Urbana-

Champaign. Historically Prairienet has provided a number of services to local groups and 

organizations, including websites, dial-up networking access, email, listservs, computer labs, 

and more. 

As of 2009 Prairienet is altering their mission and presence to place less emphasis on hardware 

and internet services provision and instead focus on researching new technologies and teaching 

strategies that can be employed to help communities meet their needs. So far this has centered 

mostly on prototyping innovative multimedia and web education programs as well as systems 

for better knowledge and resource management. As Prairienet’s new profile unfolds in the 

coming years a great deal of consideration will need to be given to research methodology and 

theoretical orientation.  This paper outlines one such theory framework and a single 

associated study proposal to present a working example for future Prairienet research 

initiatives.  The format exhibited here follows the “interactive model of design” proposed in 

Maxwell and Loomis’s (2003) chapter Mixed Methods Design: An Alternative Approach. This 

chapter is a section from the encompassing Handbook of Mixed Methods in Social and 

Behavioral Research and suggests a multifaceted and flexible structuring of the research 

process.  In particular it includes “two essential properties: the components themselves,” 

purposes, conceptual framework, research questions, methods and validity, “and the ways in 

which these are related” (Maxwell and Loomis 2003).   

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND ULTIMATE PURPOSE 

DIGITAL INEQUALITY 

The digital divide refers inequality of access to information technology and the internet—a 

dichotomous gulf between the technological “haves” and “have-nots.” (DiMaggio and Hargittai 

2001).  This simple duality, however, insufficiently captures the complicated socio-technical 

mesh of people and ICT’s.  Just because a person has access to the web doesn’t mean they are 

still able to participate in equally in the contemporary information society.  DiMaggio and 

Hargittai were among the first to problematize this issue in 2001 by introducing the concept of 

“Digital Inequality.”  They chose to operationalize this notion through five dimensions:  

¶ Equipment, defined as the adequacy of hardware, software, and internet 

connection.  Since computer standards change so quickly it remains a high priority to be 



able to deploy and interface with the latest technologies.  This can extend into 

environmental factors, such as building layouts and infrastructures. 

¶ Autonomy, defined as the amount of control a person has over their use of a given 

ICT.  Access within the home might be the optimal level of autonomy, whereas access in 

workplaces or public spaces might be mediated by a myriad of factors, informal or 

systemic, social or technical. 

¶ Skill, defined as blend of a user’s educational experiences that relate to 

technology.  This might include relevant competencies such as ritualized knowledge 

(“recipes” for how to accomplish tasks), background knowledge (knowing something 

about the workings behind the scenes of interfaces), integrative knowledge about how 

the web operates socially on the whole, and technical/critical knowledge of the various 

elements of interaction (hardware, software, and effective troubleshooting). 

¶ Social support, defined as the availability of technical assistance when a given user 

reaches the limits of their own knowledge or skill.  This also extends to perspectives and 

shared understandings that can enable effective support. 

¶ Purpose, defined as the variance in the use of technologies and the web; all utilizations 

may not be considered equally important or valid. 

This model of technological inequality is a significant step forward from the simple binary first 

proposed in the 1990’s, however it is still lacking in its coverage and has been under continual 

revision from a wide range of sources.  Other researchers, such as Porter and Donthu (2006), 

have noted the role perspectives, such as perceived access and usefulness of technology, play 

in shaping inequalities of use.  Adam Banks (2006) further illuminated that skills and social 

support are sufficient only if they provide the experience to enable populations to critically and 

actively change and create technologies.  This final point is not trivial; in fact it leads to a vital 

culmination of ideas: affecting larger power balances by strengthening individuals and their 

communities. 

THE ROLE OF PARTICIPATORY CULTURE AND CYBERPOWER 

In Confronting the Challenges of a Participatory Culture: Media Education for the 21st Century 

Jenkins et al. (2006) refine the question of digital inequity in terms of a participation gap in 

what they believe to be an emerging and critical facet of information society, known as 

“Participatory Culture.”  Specifically participatory culture is understood to be plurality of 

cultures that take many forms and intersect with many communities, virtual and physical, 

connected through the web.  They are typified by low barriers to artistic expression and civic 

engagement, support for creation and sharing of ideas, and informal mentorship (Jenkins et al 

2006).  They identify examples as affiliations, such as memberships in networks like Facebook 

or gaming groups, expressions, especially those taking on new creative forms such as the 



remixing of media, collaborative problem-solving, which may be directed through efforts like 

Wikipedia or centered on informal challenges like beating games, and circulations, or the 

shaping of the flow of media (giving feedback) in blogs, YouTube and more.  The benefits of 

participatory culture include peer-to-peer learning, development of perspectives on intellectual 

property, diversification of cultural expression, and fostering skills that may be helpful in the 

workplace.  Beyond this, a fundamental ideology behind participatory culture is how one 

thinks about and acts with technology, knowing that ƻƴŜΩǎ ŀŎǘƛƻƴǎ and contributions help to 

directly and indirectly influence and create their environment.  In other words, “participatory 

culture shifts the focus of literacy from one of individual expression to community involvement” 

(Jenkins et al. 2006).  Though the description in the aforementioned article at first seems to 

apply more directly to younger students or so called “Digital Natives” (Palfrey and Gasser 2008, 

Prensky 2001) it has potential for many types of learners.  In fact, it is essential that it be 

considered this way in order to expand our definition of the term to match a model for social 

change.  The continuing debate over the existence and precise definition of “Digital Natives” 

(Bennett et al. 2008) lends weight to this, if the parameters of such a population are disputed 

then there is great potential for a lack of digital inclusion.  By looking at opportunities to 

“participate and develop the cultural competencies and social skills needed for full involvement” 

(Jenkins et al. 2006) in participatory culture we shift the emphasis from the digital divide in a 

broad scope to a set of digital literacies that can be more easily understood, measured and 

developed on a small scale.  This is not to say that larger factors and social forces such as class 

and power disparities do not matter, quite on the contrary, they should always provide an 

informing perspective in our operations.  It is instead merely to suggest a guiding model and 

metric through which education and empowerment efforts can be developed and evaluated.  

Addressing these issues on a small scale can in turn help to deal with the greater challenges we 

as a nation face in terms of the digital divide. 

As sites of public computing and potential places for community organization many libraries, 

civic centers and social service agencies have evolved in to what might be referred to as 

“Community Technology Centers” or CTC’s.  Alkalimat and Williams (2002) propose that CTC’s 

may be a primary “organizational basis for democracy and social inclusion in the information 

society.” (Alkalimat 2004, p. 73).  Citing Tim Jordan (1999, p. 208), an STS researcher who was 

one of the first to critically pioneer the emerging landscape of culture, politics, power and 

inequality on the web and in information society at large, they explain that Cyberpower, “the 

effect of online activity on power” (Alkalimat 2004, p. 79-80), is a potential measurable outcome 

from CTC’s for individuals, groups and on an ideological basis.  Cyberpower can be 

operationalized through a variety of metrics, such as valuable skills, experiences and social 

connections gained (in the case of Alkalimat and Williams, social capital), though always with a 

focus on an increase in an individual or group’s ability to influence or address issues related to 

their needs.  With the surge in multimedia, information sharing and virtual communities, it is 



not only appropriate, but vital to go beyond just examining the effect of mere online activity on 

power, but instead explore the ways participatory culture can be integrated into a model of 

Cyberpower. 

This is to say that we should approach the digital divide from a matured and multi-faceted 

perspective.  In essence we must understand the ways in which power is exhibited, altered, 

invested and otherwise controlled on the internet and how this relates to power in the face-to-

face world.  Participatory culture represents and emerging arena where both individuals and 

communities can find empowerment and we must understand who has access, interest and 

agency in this arena.  One advantageous way to do this is to think about Cyberpower in terms 

of digital literacy, or the social contexts, competencies and measured outcomes that allow 

individuals and groups to be an active and powerful part of cultural production online.  

Conversely, it can also be stated that in order to be digitally literate individuals, groups and 

associated ideologies must be able to engage with participatory culture technologies and 

communities to not only meet their needs but become powerful (and know it!).   

CTC’s are a strong example of community informatics, or the process (and often study) of 

meeting community needs (in the information era) with education and empowerment.  

Prairienet has already established dozens of CTC’s with a diverse array of organizations to serve 

different purposes.  If these locations are to effectively fill their role in not only providing 

access, but true empowerment, they need to continually question and measure their 

operations on new terms.  These ideas—participatory culture, digital literacy, and 

Cyberpower—form a conceptual backbone for many of the possibilities that lie within a new 

and revitalized Prairienet, one that can be employed to critique and improve contemporary 

CTC’s as well as develop new programs and collaborations for current and debuting CTC’s.  In 

the same vein these concepts can relate to non-public computing, as there is an important 

interplay between public and private computing spaces and practices (Viseu et al. 2006).  

Ultimately research, resources, and collaborations from Prairienet operations can not only 

advance our understandings of Cyberpower, digital literacy, and participatory culture, but help 

us to make a difference to communities. 

ASSUMPTIONS AND QUALIFIERS 

This proposal does not include a detailed literature review of similar or informing studies nor 

does it discuss preliminary research conducted on behalf of Prairienet specifically.  The 

aforementioned theory framework lends itself to both positivist or interpretist epistemologies, 

as the social reality of digital literacy or Cyberpower could be cast as “a complex of causal 

relations between events based on an emerging patchwork of relations between variables” or 

experience “characterized as a process of interpretation rather than sensory, material 

apprehension of the external physical world” (Blaikie 1991).  In many ways this 



conceptualization is deductive in its orientation, beginning with a set of theories and working 

towards measurement of some kind.  It does allow for flexibility, however, in that observations 

could be collected to formulate specific theories that explain the larger framework.  For 

instance, Cyberpower can be understood in a variety of fashions, it might be possible to work 

with a grounded theory approach (Charmaz 1983) to work towards a new specification or 

interpretation (theory) of ideological power.  In other words, the conceptual framework is 

intended to be powerfully flexible: we can find ways to measure digital literacy and Cyberpower 

(deductive, top-down) and can also work to better understand our construction of these 

theories (inductive, bottom-up). 

BUILDING A RESEARCH QUESTION 

Technology education has often been perceived as an ends unto itself.  In many CTC’s 

traditional classes are conducted solely in computer labs and focus on imparting basic technical 

skills (such as typing or using an OS) and indoctrinating learners into almost ritualistic use of 

technologies.  Other centers struggle to provide structured training and have difficulty adapting 

pre-packaged models to their needs.  The measures these skills are based on are traditionally 

defined from above, and based on findings from survey studies, which may or may not be 

accurate representations of what they seek to gauge (Hargittai 2005).  The vision postulated 

here is one of empowerment, and as such, takes a step back from specific emphasis on 

particular skills metrics or technologies, but instead strategies and ways of thinking that can 

enable learners to critically engage with their community as well as technology.   

But how do kids, say, learn to make a video on YouTube?  Who (or what) tells them what 

messages and themes to include and what do they learn from the experience?  More 

importantly, what motivates them and which kids are able (and choose) to create digital media 

content?  Much of the learning that happens “naturally” (without formal education institutions 

and agents like parents or mentors) doesn’t address issues of ethics, access, and good 

judgment.  One place where kids (and parents) could be able to produce media with guidance 

and connect into participatory culture is a well-known but often overlooked CTC, the library. 

Nearly all libraries in Illinois, even the most disadvantaged and remote ones, have at least basic 

access to the internet and those that don’t have broadband plan to add it soon (Ginger 2008).  

Many of these libraries aren’t very well setup for digital media production, in terms of 

hardware and software resources, as well as personnel and policies or programs, but they have 

the potential (Ginger 2008).  With only a little effort and guidance from community 

empowerment organizations like Prairienet and the Community Informatics Initiative many 

libraries could be recast to fill some of the aforementioned gaps in the formal education 

system. 



Often kids are taught to create and write stories in the classroom via traditional methods, such 

as in essays or journals, but many are denied a chance to tell stories in visual or video form, 

especially at an early age.  Storytelling is a crucial component to not only literacy, but gives kids 

the chance to be self-determined and espouse positively encouraged (but unaltered or 

unmediated!) messages, which in turn builds confidence (Finn 1999).   

This paper outlines a way to research an example of technology education as it occurred in a 

digital learning series at Rantoul Public Library in the spring of 2009.  The event involved grade 

school children, approximately 4th through 6th grade, and their parents (a family learning 

experience) crafting a story and turning it into a video.  It was a new use of the library not just 

in terms of engaging with technology but also encouraging kids to see and explore the 

environment in ways they had never before.  From the get-go they were aware that their end 

product would be a video that could go up on YouTube and be an influence on the internet.  

Their videos weren’t just ordinary films though, they were built with a very powerful medium: 

stop-motion. 

Unfortunately this workshop has already occurred and no actual formal research took place.  

There are many reasons for this, the most prominent being the multi-month IRB review time 

required for studies involving children.  Regardless, the workshop series presented a number 

of opportunities for research that could have happened and might occur in similar instances 

in the future. 

THE WORKSHOP BREAKDOWN 

The prototype workshop at the Rantoul Library came as a three part series with assistance from 

the children’s librarian and the author as well as parent volunteers and, later, a couple of other 

student volunteers to help with video editing.  Each session was intended to be an hour and a 

half, as many younger kids have trouble sustaining a single activity for too long.  Each day then 

had a specific focus but contributed to the youth building a story with stop-motion: 

Storytelling - Learners were introduced to the basic components of storytelling (characters, 

setting, plot) and then helped to analyze a couple of example stop-motion films.  They then 

selected characters from a giant pile of stuffed animals and puppets (they could also bring in 

their own) and brainstormed plot ideas, which ranged from simple actions or events like ‘a race’ 

to complicated notions like ‘a mystery.’  They wrote down these characters and ideas on 

notecards and then ran around the library in groups (about 2-3 each plus 

parents/volunteers/librarians) to come up with ideas for settings.  They wrote scene discoveries 

on their note cards as well as new plot ideas (they were encouraged to take the stuffed animals 

to act out potential scenes for one another) and then came back as a big group and arranged 

their cards, mixing and matching until they came up with a few plot ideas.  Each group then 



decided on one final idea.  The facilitator gave them an introduction to storyboarding (which 

they began but it was assigned as ‘homework’) and they then concluded the workshop by 

sharing stories with one another and giving feedback (what they liked, what they would add). 

Filming - The learner group began the next session with a short presentation by the instructor 

using PowerPoint to show the basic concept of taking pictures for stop-motion and different 

film and photography techniques (as well as effects-creating strategies).  They were then 

turned loose in their groups to go take pictures for their stop-motion story.  This took a great 

deal of time and involved experimentation, collaboration and communication.  For example, 

they had to come up with ideas about how to best shoot the scene they had on their 

storyboard panel, and try it with a director, a person taking pictures, and a person moving the 

character.  The pictures were then collected by the workshop facilitators later and gathered on 

to one computer and backed up. 

Production - The last day started more informally.  Youth went immediately into their groups 

and were set up with computers in vicinity to one another (in the children’s computer lab).  

They considered their video’s audience and then selected a title, arranged/edited their pictures, 

added effects, synced them to music and otherwise adjusted timing (the most impressive but 

difficult part! Kids/volunteers brought in their own music and we also used the library’s) and 

then published their video!  They were able to go through with the volunteers and post it on 

YouTube, too, writing their own description and helping to pick keywords.  Finally they had a 

grand sharing of their videos with one another, giving applause. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The driving questions behind the research would be: 

1. Social context - How did learning occur during the workshop?  What were participants 

doing in relation to one another?  What factors (like computers or people) were 

influencing agents, and how so? 

2. Learning - What did children take away from the workshop?  How do they feel about 

the experience and what perspectives did they have going in and coming out?  Similarly, 

what did the parents and volunteers/librarians pull out of the sessions? 

3. Construction of knowledge - What messages were the kids sending with their stop-

motion videos?  How did they conceptualize their audiences?  Where did they get their 

media from? What did they think about their own work and the work of others? 

4. The big picture - How do observations that answer all of these questions relate to 

Cyberpower and digital literacy?  What understandings and theories can we build from 

our observations to create a more comprehensive picture of lived experience and social 

reality? 



METHODS AND VALIDITY 

Each research question set can be fitted to a data-collection method. Ideally this study would 

be a composite of participant observation, interviews and content analysis, which in some 

sense might be comparable to an ethnography, but because of the short-term commitment 

might be better characterized as a case study.   

BEFORE THE WORKSHOP 

Planning meetings preceding the workshops would be the first opportunity for observation, 

probably best done in the form of written observational notes and personal reflections drafted 

immediately following the session, as taking notes or recording during the session might 

introduce difficulties that could inhibit effective relationship building and efficient preparation.  

Volunteers, librarians and even potentially a few select parents would be informed of the study 

(presumably giving consent) and interviewed ahead of time about their expectations and 

perspectives related to learning, storytelling, digital media, use of computer tools, and more.  

These interviews would be mostly open-ended and kept relatively brief, so as to not be too 

demanding or intrusive for the participants.  They would be recorded and transcribed (and the 

recordings would be destroyed and the transcriptions made anonymous, stripped of personally 

identifying data).  The open-ended format would assist the researchers in exploring the subject 

and truly get at the social meanings the participants would be bringing into the series. 

The parents of all youth participants would be informed that the workshop series would involve 

a degree of research and given a comprehensive but easy-to-understand consent form of an 

easily digestible length.  They would be welcome to indicate their full approval for their child’s 

participation, or mark that they only wish to allow secondary analysis on their completed video 

(or decline the workshop entirely).  The kids would then be asked if they’d like to talk to the 

researcher for a bit, and if at all possible, the whole group signed up for the workshop would be 

interviewed, each one on one, sometime before the series.  This would be best done with a 

group that meets regularly, like a library club or a class of students.  The interviews with the 

kids would gather information about what they think goes in to a good story (they could give an 

example of a favorite) and if they’ve ever made media with a computer before (and how they 

felt or what they thought about it). They would also give the researcher a chance to get to 

know the kids and develop a friendly rapport.  In all likelihood the interviews would end up 

being rather short, as kids (especially young ones) may not have all that much to say or wish to 

stay put for too long.  If some of them were resistant or scared of an outsider the children’s 

librarian could be trained as an interviewer, but this would only happen if it seemed like it 

would give worthwhile returns. These interviews would also be recorded, transcribed and 

properly privatized. 



DURING THE WORKSHOP 

Once the workshop began the researcher would have at least a couple options for observation.  

They could rely on the Children’s librarian or another volunteer to collect observation notes 

during the event, or they could write them down immediately following, or both.  One of the 

challenges would be balancing the number of observers (often the more perspectives the more 

diverse and powerful notes) with the number of participants.  Generally to run a successful kids 

event it’s crucial that there be significantly more kids than adults.  Videotaping the session 

could be another option, but would likely cause more delays and difficulties with IRB and offer 

an immobile vantage point.  In another type of study it might also be interesting to collect 

computer usage data, like the number of clicks or mouse movements or something of that 

nature.  Such data would be difficult to fit into this schema, though.  Mostly, the researcher 

would be interested in watching what was going on amongst the kids: how they worked 

together (or didn’t), what objects they employed, where they explored in the library, etc…  The 

researcher should be part of the process of the workshop because this would be the best way 

to understand it from the perspective of the participants. The in-process observation notes 

would later be coded and structured.   

AFTER THE WORKSHOP 

After the workshop the same volunteers, librarians and parents would be interviewed again.  

They would be asked a slightly altered set of questions on the topic, a little less general and 

more focused on learning process and production.  The kids would also receive debriefing 

interviews, accessing their storytelling skills by asking them to explain their own productions 

and any other stop-motion videos from the workshop that they liked (and why).  It would also 

be a good idea to ask them about their confidence with using computers, writing stories and 

working with others.  Finally they’d be asked if they plan to make more stop-motion videos like 

this, and if so with whom and if they plan to use of library resources and use YouTube.  The lot 

of interviews would then be coded in a multistage fashion, leading to summaries and memo 

write-ups. 

The final uploaded videos could also undergo content analysis (starting with general 

observational coding and advancing to summaries and themes) to unearth some of the external 

perspectives influencing the children’s views.  A variety of critical frameworks could be helpful, 

like feminism or information society (control/structuralist) perspectives but the researcher 

should prefer those that could relate to or develop (or challenge?) Cyberpower and present 

variables or models for digital literacy.  

 



ANALYSIS AND VALIDITY 

The combination of all three data-analysis procedures (interviews, observations, and content 

analysis) would necessarily intertwine.  Though different results could be found from each pool 

of material, ideas would invariably be shared from one to another.  The analysis might not be 

strict methodological triangulation, per say, as it can be dangerous to try to force data to 

conform to a given perspective (paradigmatic approach) or outcome (Blaikie 1991), but they 

could inform one another while retaining the best suited modality (Moran-Ellis et al. 2006).  

There would certainly be an element of data triangulation, however, in terms of both time 

(interviews and observations at different points throughout the process) and people (kids, 

parents and facilitators) (Denzin 1970).  The final write-up would give an ensemble of 

perspectives and build with one another to illustrate one or more theories, including 

contradicting or opposing ones, all constructed in an ongoing and emergent fashion throughout 

the process, resembling a grounded theory (Charmaz 1983) approach (but lacking the 

theoretical sampling).  Comparison, integration and alignment of the varied resultant theories 

might qualify as theory triangulation (Denzin 1970) or theoretical integration (Moran-Ellis et al. 

2006).  These theories would be compared and related to the overarching study-motivating 

concepts, Cyberpower and digital literacy, to give a final dimension of validity.   

AUTHOR PERSPECTIVES (AND A BIT ABOUT VALIDITY, TOO) 

A study like this is essentially personal.  This paper is written in a somewhat detached and third-

person view for the sake of professionalism.  I will break from this format briefly to explain my 

(the author’s) perspectives. 

Clearly, the overarching theoretical framework is one that’s important to me.  It’s activist, and 

largely representative of the perspectives I’d tow along with me into any research study like 

this.  I do quite distinctly believe in issues of power disparity, not just in the way people engage 

with technology but how they think about it in the first place, a social and personal process.  

Digital literacy has got to be connected to empowerment and understood in a larger social 

context.  To advance where we are and challenge current power relationships and empower 

individuals I think we should involve both institutional (group) and individual agency.  If I were 

to set off on a digital media studies project of any kind with a grounded theory approach these 

perspectives would end up informing my analysis and theoretical integration anyway, I might as 

well be open and admit that they’re the motivating perspective.  I don’t have a great deal of 

experience with some of the other methods that might be employed in this study, like 

developing creative computer-based measures of interactivity and issuing a survey before and 

after the workshop struck me as something that I wouldn’t know how to do (I don’t know the 

standardized metrics of digital literacy very well) and something that would only continue to 

echo a distinct dominant view of what it takes to be digitally literate and advance one’s power 



in the world.  I think this view is missing crucial elements related to how people critically think 

and feel about technology in context and centers entirely too much on ritualized skills, points of 

access, and incomplete definitions (where’s the meaning, where’s the identity?).  But it’s not 

only about my own perspectives in all of this, which are admittedly strong, it’s about gathering 

the real fragments of lived experience and understandings that individuals possess.  You can’t 

pull this off with a survey or computer program. 

I also think the effort should be a sustained and directed Participatory Action Research (PAR) 

endeavor, ensuring that community members and participant groups are would not only be 

present and equal contributors during the planning and study implementation process, but also 

play a significant role in evaluation research itself and ultimately, the dissemination of 

knowledge (this is part of the empowerment process). Further, our efforts need to be designed 

to fall in line with the needs and assets present in a given development site, so as to ensure 

that they are relevant and welcoming to current staff, volunteers and participants and also to 

assure a layer of replicability.  That is not to say that the workshop is generalizable (though it is 

designed so that other libraries can do it) but so it can be repeated and altered by the 

community group (in this case Rantoul Public Library). 

I would be leading the workshop series process at the same time I research it, which would be a 

lot of work, but I also think would adequately position me to get good data, and more 

importantly, see to it that it has direct and discernable positive outcomes for participants, not 

just good research findings.  I personally feel I would be doing them a disservice if I were not 

helping to improve their situation or life both during the research process and with the 

research results.  They should be able to understand what I’m doing and it should be of value to 

the participant community.  In my mind, this gives it even more scholarly value. 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

The workshop series does leave us with some questions though, which need to be answered.  

How does one measure the impact of something like this?  To some extent we could gauge the 

technical and storytelling skills youth take away from the experience, but how will we know this 

has affected their confidence or the way they think about being able to shape the internet?  Are 

small-scale workshops like this really doing anything about a digital divide that’s fueled mostly 

by wealth disparities and a lack of civic commitment to the common man?  The youth may 

learn to use digital tools to create their own stories but their ideas are still informed by media 

and at the end of the day they have only some say in how YouTube works or what options are 

available in iMovie.  In some sense this is the eternal battle of structure verses agency, and 

while these adventures in digital media are empowering they must be comprehensively 

considered.  If possible we can find ways to help the youth become aware of social structures 



and institutional oppression and proceed to defy them!  All of this should be reflected in 

theoretical analysis and be the basis for new studies. 

On a more somber note the workshop could be quite scalable, though this hasn’t been 

determined.  Younger children could probably do very simple scenes (though the utility of this 

may be constricted) and older youth could easily have complex plots, explore interesting 

subjects like how to make humor and delve into more advanced technologies, like modifying 

pictures with Photoshop or rigging characters to move in special ways.  A tracking study would 

be an interesting addition to the series, too.  If youth did a stop-motion program every year of 

their life comparisons could be drawn that might better illustrate outcomes.  This would 

suggest integration into a school system, but might also be possible in a library context (or a 

school library!). 

Finally, continuing with the PAR perspective, it’s paramount that we determine how to shift 

story topics in future workshops to ones related to community engagement.  Our educational 

agenda can include civic renewal movements such as political engagement, environmentalism, 

journalism (community media), healthy lifestyles, open information access, community 

memory, cultural remixing and development, and empowering individuals for the work world 

(Sirianni and Friedland 2005).  A funny story about empathy and a sick snail is a great entry 

point, but how could we teach those kids to make a stop-motion video on community history or 

what they learned in biology class about the environment?  Kids must be encouraged to pursue 

embedding their own activist messages and making media their own personal experience. 

-- 

A complete guide for how to run this workshop, complete with links to demo videos, 

storyboarding materials and more can be found at: 

http://www.communityinformaticsprojects.com/files/DigitalLearningSeries_StopMotion.pdf 

  

http://www.communityinformaticsprojects.com/files/DigitalLearningSeries_StopMotion.pdf
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