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In the last 10 years we have seen a staggering change in the amount of 
hardware in schools, but it has not had a significant impact on teaching and 
learning styles. So what does this mean for schools? It means that they really 
have to listen and respond to their users. Schools often fail to start in the right 
place – with the interests and enthusiasms of their students (Green and 
Hannon, 2007: 17) 

 

Introduction 

Amongst those formally engaged in learning, access to screen-based technologies, 
including the Internet, is now almost ubiquitous in the UK.  According to the latest 
Oxford Internet Survey (OXIS, 2007), 92% of 14-18 year olds have regular internet 
access, whilst amongst those of any age who define themselves as ‘students’, the 
access level is even higher at 97% - compared with 66% of the population as a 
whole.  But in this paper we want to focus not so much on the role of new 
technologies in formal learning contexts, but in informal ones: the everyday or 
‘vernacular’ uses of ICT.  It is, we will argue, the progressive invasion of other formal 
and informal places - the workplace and particularly the home - that constitutes the 
real technological revolution.  It is the fact that all of our lives are, to some degree, 
lived through the screen, that has the most profound implications for education.   

For most adults, this development is something that has happened in the course of 
our lifetimes and to which we have had to adapt.  However, for young people the 
situation is quite different; it is something that they have grown up with, something 
that many of them take for granted. 

But what do we know about the vernacular uses of ICT, particularly amongst the 
young?  A number of recent surveys in the UK can tell us about changing broad 
patterns of usage.  For example, according to Livingstone and Bober (2005), 87% of 
young people (aged 9-19) in the UK have access to a computer at home, 75% have 
access to the Internet at home and 20% have access to a computer in their own 
bedroom.  We also know that they are using ICTs much more frequently than in the 
past:  40% of young people between the ages of 9 to 19 now report using the 
computer at home every day while only 13% call themselves ‘occasional users’ 
(Livingstone and Bober, 2005).   

Valentine et al (2005) provide more detailed evidence on usage and the links to 
educational performance, though they demonstrate that the majority of computer 
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based activity undertaken by young people is not school related.  For example, the 
mean time of computer usage outside school in their sample was between five and 
seven hours a week.  They demonstrate a small but positive link between home 
based computer use and measured educational achievement; they also report a 
negative correlation between time spent on computer games and achievement.  The 
most popular screen based activities reported by Valentine in 2005 were instant 
messaging, looking at websites and using email - activities that increased in 
popularity with age.  But as software and hardware have simultaneously become 
cheaper, more sophisticated and easier to use, there is now some survey evidence 
(White, 2006), as well as a great deal of speculation, that young people are today 
increasingly doing things that those even 10 years ago could not have imagined: 
making movies, composing and recording music and sharing their efforts with a world 
wide audience by posting their videos on YouTube or putting their photos on 
FaceBook.  Web 2.0 technologies, it is argued, are encouraging them to make the 
shift from being consumers to creators of knowledge, utilizing the power of peer to 
peer informal networks of learning.  (Green and Hannon, 2007; Owen et al, 2006).  

At the same time, however, we also need a note of caution.  As Livingstone (2007) 
argues: 

Yet even as we place people’s interpretative activities at the very centre of 
new media design and use, paying as much attention to the literacies of 
creative production (‘writing’) as to those of reception (or ’reading’), we should 
note that the widespread significance of everyday creative practices remains 
more claimed than proven 

Learning from Ethnographic Studies 

We would agree with Livingstone and would argue that in understanding the 
implications of the vernacular usages of ICTs for more formal learning environments, 
surveys are of limited use.  What is needed is in depth exploration of the ways in 
which digital media help to construct learning, and the ways in which learners in their 
turn engage with such media.  This we would suggest demands detailed 
ethnographic work that carefully documents the sorts of activities that learners, of all 
ages, undertake on and through the screen.  Ideally we would want studies using 
mixed methods, following detailed ethnographic investigation with larger scale 
surveys.  

In the UK, very little of this work has been carried out to date but in this paper we will 
draw on three of our own studies that adopt such a methodology.   ‘ScreenPlay’ 
(Facer, Furlong, Furlong and Sutherland, 2003) was a study of primary and 
secondary aged pupils (aged 9-11 and 12-15).  It combined a survey of 855 pupils 
from eight schools with detailed ethnographic work undertaken over the course of 
eighteen months with 18 young people and their families.  ‘Adults Learning @ Home’ 
(Selwyn, Gorard and Furlong, 2006) examined the impact of ICTs on life long 
learning.  It utilised a survey of 1,100 adults, life history interviews with 100 adults 
and case studies undertaken over the course of a year with 25 adults and their 
families.  While both of these studies attempted to identify and work with a ‘normal’ 
cross section of the population, ‘The Predicament of the Learner in the New Media 
Age’ (Francis, forthcoming) includes an ‘extreme’ case study, exploring the patterns 
of every day ICT usage of 18 Oxford post-graduate students - technologically literate 
learners who had long histories of Internet use and lived and studied in an 
environment in which Internet access was near ubiquitous.  All three studies have 
included detailed investigations of participants’ engagement with their personalised 
media environments.    
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In the ScreenPlay study we found that the computer in the home was a multipurpose 
tool, appropriated by young people in many different ways.  While less than half of 
the overall questionnaire sample (31%) chose to use software explicitly designed and 
marketed as ‘educational’, many of the activities chosen by the majority of young 
people did overlap with what would be considered to be ‘school’ activities.  It is 
important to stress, however, that these activities were being carried out for leisure 
and not for school work.  
 
Our analysis of the interviews, video recordings and productions of the young people 
indicated that in the home, engagement with the computer inevitably led to some 
form of learning which related to the chosen activity.   However, ‘learning’ was not the 
purpose of the activity; it  was incidental and non-intentional.  What was learned, 
however, could be substantial because of the high motivation level and engagement 
with the activity.   

While the majority of case study young people were very positive about their use of 
computers in the home, the vast majority were highly negative about their experience 
at school.  The reasons given for this included: the overly prescriptive nature of the 
activities which they were asked to carry out at school; the lack of time for playful 
discovery in a school lesson; the insistence that learning is an end in itself rather than 
an incidental by product of a personally chosen activity; the insistence that learning is 
an individual rather than a social activity.  Overall, what this study revealed were the 
profound tensions between ‘learning’ at home and learning at school.  ‘Learner 
agency’, which was a key characteristic of learning at home, and a key factor in 
motivation, was largely absent from school.   

‘Learner agency’ has also emerged as a key feature in Francis’ (forthcoming) study 
of the digitally mediated practices of Oxford post-graduate students.  His detailed 
ethnographic work demonstrates how students, with long histories of Internet use, 
are now learning across contexts in study bedrooms, libraries and coffee bars and 
aggressively appropriating a growing number of freely available Web 2.0 
technologies (Wikipedia, MSN messenger, YouTube and Facebook) for course 
related study, self-education and career advancement as well as for socializing and 
play.  

Following Jenkins’ (2006) arguments about the development of a ‘convergence 
culture’ that allows consumers to take an active role in producing the media they 
consume, Francis explores the implications for learning and education.  His research 
suggests that, at last amongst some populations, the frustrations experienced by the 
young people in the ScreenPlay project are, with media change, now, giving rise to a 
fundamental shift in the locus of agency for managing and regulating learning.  

Francis’ analysis demonstrates that this shift requires students to take on more of the 
onus of responsibility for regulating learning previously designed into the ‘structuring 
structures’ of formal education and paper-based media.  He  documents advanced, 
‘agentive learners’ creative appropriating Web 2.0 technologies to address a range of 
authentic learning needs.  For example, he describes one student virtually stumbling 
across Wikipedia and subsequently using the tool to research the history of the 
British legal system to prepare for a job Interview.  Another used YouTube vodcasts 
in combination with a range of digitized news sources representing diverse cultural 
perspectives to research the causes of international terrorism.  A third was 
considering disseminating his work in the form of a Wikipedia article with links to his 
personal website in addition to traditional refereed journals to make his work 
accessible to everyone in the world with Internet access.  He also examines how 
individuals were creating and nurturing ‘globally distributed funds of living knowledge’ 
through the posting of ‘away messages’ and friendster testimonials and suggests 
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some of the ways individuals are now drawing on the distributed expertise of others 
accessible through these personal networks to address specific learning needs.   An 
emergent theme, in need of further research, suggests that students are now seeking 
out ways to leverage the collective intelligence ‘harvested’ by Web 2.0 technologies 
such as Amazon Book Recommendation System, Google Scholar, and the New York 
Times ‘most E-mailed’, ‘most viewed’ and ‘most blogged’ services - tools that allow 
individuals to benefit from the preferences and experience of thousands of 
anonymous others.  The ability to undertake these activities, Francis suggests, 
constitutes new forms of media literacy that are increasingly necessary for effective 
participation in learning within an emergent participatory culture that is beginning to 
displace and subvert the top down, hierarchical ‘culture industry’ model of education.  
Such activities he argues may also be leading to the ‘decentring of the traditional 
university’ in some students everyday lives.   

Discussion 

What are the implications of this body of research for understanding more formal 
technology enhanced learning environments?  Presumably there are many but we 
want to focus on just three.  The first concerns the implications for the design of 
learning environments themselves.  What these studies suggest is that, as learners 
become more familiar with using multiple digital resources and as those resources 
themselves encourage greater and greater participation in processes of production, 
then issues of learner agency will become ever more pressing for educationalist to 
address.  The issues identified by the ScreenPlay project as the ‘conditions of 
learning’ with ICTs (Furlong et al, 2000) – the demand:  to control time; to be allowed 
more social forms of learning; to be allowed learning through playful discovery; to 
have a control over the content of learning – these demands will get stronger and 
need to be accommodated in some way.  As Green and Hannon (2007) put it: 

To really put children at the centre of their own learning, there needs to be a 
fundamental shift in the power relationships that govern the majority of 
interactions between students and teachers.  Rather than thinking of 
themselves as only directors, teachers need to re-imagine themselves as 
facilitators. (p. 58) 

At the same time we need to recognize that, whatever we may wish, many features 
of the current educational system that serve to construct learning more 
conventionally are unlikely to change in the foreseeable future.  This is particularly 
true for schools but also for institutions for other groups of learners including 
universities; for example, the need for schools to maintain compulsory attendance 
and the associated ‘duty of care’; the role of teachers/lecturers as primary educators; 
the continuing demands for accountability both in terms of what is taught and in 
terms of formally defined levels of achievement (Hand, 2007).  Finding ways to 
accommodate these more formal and informal expectations of learning is, we would 
suggest, the most important challenge for educational institutions of the future.  

In a recent paper, Hand argues that in the face of such conflicting demands, what is 
needed is not a single digital environment, but an ‘ecology’ of digital services that can 
accommodate not only formal structured knowledge (and its support networks) but 
also the informal learning support networks as well.   Such an ecology could help 
students progressively ‘build their own networks of trusted sources through which 
they can find relevant content on their own’ (Hand, 2007:2).  Following Siemens 
(2007), Hand goes on to argue that such an ‘ecology’ should have a number of 
features including:  
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Space for:  

• experts; for self expression; for debate and dialogue; for archived 
knowledge.  

Space to:  

• learn in a structured manner; represent knowledge; communicate new 
information and knowledge; nurture new ideas, test new approaches, 
pilot processes.  

Space for:  

• self assessment; peer assessment; portfolio building with evidence.    

Green and Hannon (2007) make a similar point when they say: 

The change needed in schools is two fold.  First they need to find 
ways to recognise and value the learning that goes on outside the 
classroom.  Second they need to support this learning by providing a 
space to reflect on it, galvanise and develop it so students can 
recognise and transfer those skills to new situations and contexts’.   
25 

 

The second implication that we wish to highlight concerns issues of social equality 
and the persistent relevance of the digital divide.  Survey evidence shows the 
consistent link between computer and Internet ownership and socio-economic status 
(BECTA, 2003; Valentine et al, 2005; OXIS, 2007).  However, our own ethnographic 
research demonstrates some of the subtleties involved.  For example, in our Adult 
Learning @ Home project  it was clear that adults’ work experience of ICTs played a 
powerful role in helping to establish a particular technological culture within the 
home; these ‘family technological cultures’ then provided  powerful (or not so 
powerful) forms of cultural and social capital on which learners (children and adults) 
could draw.  But work based technological cultures are not the only resource learners 
have access too.  In ScreenPlay we documented examples of young people 
themselves drawing on their own peer networks to compensate for the shortcomings 
of both home and school in supporting their technological interests.  We also 
documented examples of more traditional elite family networks and how they were 
mobilized to support children’s technological development.  

If the new literacies identified by Francis are going to become increasingly important 
in a world of ‘agentive learners’, then the issue of who has access to such literacies 
becomes ever more important.  The serious worry is that, as Selwyn and Facer 
(2007) note, ‘as ICT becomes woven into the fabric of everyday life then divisions in 
ICTs are strengthening rather than diminishing’.  What this means is that schools and 
other educational institutions still have major responsibilities in addressing these 
issues, which raises a further dilemma: while the proliferation of information and 
forms of knowledge production are perhaps serving to weaken the traditional role of 
educational institutions, or at least to demand their re-configuration, the demands of 
social equality move us in a different direction, reminding us of the need for strong, 
socially interventionist institutions.  

But, in conclusion, we also have to recognize that educational institutions will in the 
future be only one amongst many contexts in which learning takes place; homes and 
other informal spaces will inevitably take on increasing significance in this regard.  
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One of the consequences is that educationalists need to take the notion of learning 
identity much more seriously than they have in the past.  The loss of the ‘enabling 
constraints’ designed into traditional learning environments/paper-based media, 
means that we have to accept that increasingly it is learners themselves who are 
becoming the ultimate mediators of learning activity.  We therefore urgently need to 
consider how we can recruit the commitment of learners to worthwhile learning and 
we need to consider how we can recruit learner identities into a culture of 
achievement at an early age.  In this way young people may start to spend more time 
engaging in participatory culture in worthwhile and productive ways that help them 
become the kind of people educators strive to produce, instead of buying into the 
values of a commercialized and eroticized popular culture that is seeping into our 
homes, our schools and our universities.  
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