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ABSTRACT 

USING INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATIONS TECHNOLOGIES TO 

ADVANCE A PARTICIPATORY CULTURE: 

A STUDY FROM A HIGHER EDUCATION CONTEXT 

Anthony Patton Cocciolo 

Advances in information and communications technologies (ICTs) have 

empowered individuals to share their intellectual, cultural, and creative expressions with 

wider and more diverse audiences than ever before. This has been made possible by a 

variety of factors, but most saliently by what has been termed Web 2.0, which is a set of 

design patterns for structuring websites so that they can be actively shaped and 

influenced by the interactions and contributions of users (e.g., YouTube, Facebook, and 

MySpace). These changes have been described as creating the conditions necessary for 

shifting society from a consumer culture to a participatory culture. This emerging 

cultural formation has been hypothesized to have a great deal of potential for advancing 

education and learning by moving the locus of activity from existing power relationships 

(consumer/producer, expert/novice, and teacher/student) to one that focuses on the 

individual's empowerment and willingness to construct and contribute to one's cultural 

and physical reality. Despite this potential, there is little research that looks to understand 

how such ICTs deployed into specific communities do (or do not) make possible these 

goals. 



This study aims to understand the relationship between ICTs and their potential 

for creating and sustaining a participatory culture, particularly by pointing to a set of 

factors that highlight the existence of and mediate involvement in a participatory culture. 

To understand this relationship, this study analyzes an Web 2.0 technology that was used 

electively by a graduate school community for a two-year period of time (September 6, 

2006 to September 6, 2008) by TV=2,580 students, faculty and staff. The factors that 

mediate involvement include: communication across organizational structures, spaces for 

alternative discourses to develop and integrating interpersonal networks. The study 

concludes that Web 2.0 technologies promote the formation of participatory cultures by 

making the cultural, intellectual, and creative work of a community visible, and that 

visibility in turn encourages individuals to participate. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Background 

The introduction of the Internet in the late twentieth-century, and its rapid growth 

and development in the early twenty-first century, has raised a series of cultural and 

social questions that need exploration and elicitation. Of these, one of the most 

interesting is raised by the media scholar Henry Jenkins, who sees an emerging, large-

scale transformation in how people interact with media. His viewpoint is best contrasted 

against what could be considered an earlier media arrangement. Under this earlier 

arrangement, media users were typically considered consumers, who read, watched, or 

listened to media produced by large corporate entities or organizations via television, 

radio, film, or print. These large organizations were at times deemed to have excessive 

control in shaping public discussions because of their extensive reach, power, and 

resources. At worst, it has been argued that media eliminates public discourse and rather 

replaces it with entertainment, which is only one among dozens of criticisms made by 

scholars and commentators (Postman, 1986). Given this backdrop, Jenkins sees the 

affordances offered by the Internet as opening up a new media era with implications for 

society, culture, and education. Under this scenario, media users move away from simply 

being consumers into also becoming more active producers. He describes this move 
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away from a consumer culture to one he calls a participatory culture. In a report for the 

MacArthur Foundation, Jenkins describes a participatory culture as: 

... a culture with relatively low barriers to artistic expression and civic 
engagement, strong support for creating and sharing one's creations, and 
some type of informal mentorship whereby what is known by the most 
experienced is passed along to novices. A participatory culture is also one 
in which members believe their contributions matter, and feel some degree 
of social connection with one another (at the least they care what other 
people think about what they have created, (p. 3) 

This revised culture is hypothesized to promote skills, such as distributed cognition, 

collective intelligence, multitasking, simulation, networking, performance, and play, in 

ways that earlier media cultures could not. Jenkins notes that the emergence of a 

participatory culture is made possible by innovations in information and communication 

technologies (ICTs), in particular by what is often called Web 2.0, which is a type of web 

technology that is actively shaped and influenced by the interactions and contributions of 

its users. Jenkins says Web 2.0 refers to: 

how the value of these new networks depends not on the hardware or the 
content, but on how they tap the participation of large-scale social 
communities, who become invested in collecting and annotating data for 
other users. Some of these platforms require the active participation of 
consumers, relying on a social ethos based on knowledge-sharing. Others 
depend on automated analysis of collective behavior. In both cases, 
though, the value of the information depends on one's understanding of 
how it is generated and one's analysis of the social and psychological 
factors that shape collective behavior, (p. 50) 

The most salient example of this type of web technology is Wikipedia, which relies on 

user contributions to create its corpus of encyclopedia articles. The emergence of a 

participatory culture, made possible in part through Web 2.0 technologies, has immense 

implications for those concerned with education and learning for both youth and adults. 

Jenkins finds that: 
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In such a world, students can no longer rely on expert gatekeepers to tell 
them what is worth knowing. Instead, they must become more reflective 
of how individuals know what they know and how they assess the motives 
and knowledge of different communities. Students must be able to identify 
which group is most aware of relevant resources and choose a search 
system matched to the appropriate criteria: people with similar tastes; 
similar viewpoints; divergent viewpoints; similar goals; general 
popularity; trusted, unbiased, third-party assessment, and so forth, (p. 50) 

Hence, the argument is that the greater diffusion of the Internet across broader segments 

of the world population, coupled with increased speed and storage capacity on and across 

the Internet, further buttressed by changes in web design patterns, are creating sites and 

possibilities for educational and cultural change. 

Flashback to the year 2005. The term Web 2.0 was starting to gain widespread 

attention after it was coined by O'Reilly Media (2005) to describe a new way of 

approaching the development of Web applications that focused on participation of users 

in connection with one another rather than on the consumption of content compiled by 

experts or professional cultural producers. During this time and in concert with this 

movement, I became interested in the relationship between the design of online 

environments and their potential to impact the culture that gets expressed within an 

environment. Up to this point, many online environments designed for use in education 

were engineered to further reinforce traditional social arrangements, such as the teacher 

and student relationship. For example, the learning management system (such as 

Blackboard, Web CT, among others) created a hierarchy of roles, beginning at the top 

administrative level and bestowing greater privilege on the instructor, and less privilege 

on the student, and little or none to the unaffiliated with the institution. Hence, these 

were top-down systems, meant to mirror the bureaucracy of the institutions that 


