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All students today are increasingly expected to develop technological fluency,
digital citizenship, and other twenty-first century competencies despite wide
variability in the quality of learning opportunities schools provide. Social network
sites (SNSs) available via the internet may provide promising contexts for learning
to supplement school-based experiences. This qualitative study examines how
high school students from low-income families in the USA use the SNS, MySpace,
for identity formation and informal learning. The analysis revealed that SNSs used
outside of school allowed students to formulate and explore various dimensions of
their identity and demonstrate twenty-first century skills; however, students did
not perceive a connection between their online activities and learning in
classrooms. We discuss how learning with such technologies might be
incorporated into the students’ overall learning ecology to reduce educational
inequities and how current institutionalized approaches might shift to
accommodate such change.
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Introduction
The contexts for teaching and learning today have become increasingly complex as
students learn across a range of physical and cyber spaces. Several factors are driving
recent efforts to examine students’ learning experiences outside of school, including
concerns about retention, academic achievement, school completion, and workplace
preparedness, as well as reports of students’ dissatisfaction and disconnection from
school (DeGennaro 2008; Levin et al. 2002; Spires et al. 2008). Moreover, educational
leaders are observing how networked social media (e.g., Social network sites (SNSs),
blogs, RSS technologies, etc.) are positively transforming practices in other fields
such as business, journalism, and politics (Gratton 2007; Sheehy 2008; Stone 2007),
and some are now inquiring how education can similarly transform by harnessing
technologies students already use in their daily lives (Bull et al. 2008; Greenhow,
Robelia, and Hughes, 2009).
Situated in this context, this study builds on recent efforts to accurately characterize
and differentiate SNS usage among different groups of users (Hargittai 2007). Our
research explores SNS uses and perceptions among high school teenagers from lowincome families, an adolescent subgroup rarely featured in either the scholarly or popular discourse. With over a third (35%) of children ages 13 through 17 years – 7.4
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million teens – living in low-income families in the USA, the proportion of these
children attending our nation’s schools is significant (Douglas-Hall, Chau, and Koball
2006, 3).
In this study, we sought to examine students’ views of using an SNS, MySpace.com,
for learning in and out of formal schooling and the influence of SNS capabilities on
students’ formation of identity. The following questions guided this investigation:
●
●
●

How do students view using SNSs for learning in and out of school?
What role do SNSs play in the formation of learner’s identities?
What kinds of twenty-first century learning do students demonstrate in their
SNS, if any?

In order to address these questions, we begin by defining several key features of
SNSs. Next we ground our investigation in the relevant theoretical and empirical
literature related to formal and informal learning, identity formation, and twentyfirst century skills. We provide a brief overview of our research methods before
presenting the results. The goal of this paper is to articulate how the insights gleaned
from this research might help us make education more engaging and relevant for
students.
Social network sites: a definition
Boyd and Ellison define an online social network site as:
A web-based service that allows individuals to (1) construct a public or semipublic
profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they share
a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others
within the system. (2007, 1)

What distinguishes SNSs from other forms of virtual communities is that they allow
users to articulate and make visible their social networks. The process is similar to
allowing others to view your address book and interact with it online. In this way,
one’s social connections potentially become the connections of one’s ‘friends.’ Boyd
and Ellison (2007) suggest that these ‘friending’ behaviors through SNSs can result in
more and different types of connections between individuals that would not otherwise
be made (Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe 2007; Haythornthwaite 2005). Another
commonly used term, ‘social networking’ implies that people use these websites in
order to forge new networks. In this paper, we use the term ‘social network’ site
(SNS), also referred to as ‘participatory media’ and ‘networked social media’ (Barnes
2006), to mean a Web-based service through which individuals can maintain existing
ties and develop new social ties with people outside their network (Jones et al. 2008).
Although much of the research on the use of SNSs is still emerging, the handful
of published conceptual and empirical studies that exist stem mostly from communications, information science, sociology, economics, political science, cultural studies,
and computer science (Boyd and Ellison 2007). Few studies explore the link between
SNS use and education (e.g., see Boyd and Ellison’s comments on the lack of research
in this area). Missing from this research are the actual voices and experiences of middle
and high school age adolescents. SNS use among high school students seems an
important topic for learning and media researchers to examine given the popularity of
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SNSs among high school age youth (Lenhart and Madden 2007), the emphasis on
developing twenty-first century competencies in all learners and recent suggestions that
such non-school social spaces may be key aspects of a student’s overall learning ecology
(Barron 2006).
Exploring the learning ecology: formal, informal, and non-formal learning
Recent studies suggest that many youth are increasingly turning to information and
communication technologies as learning tools outside of school. Levin et al. (2002),
in a national survey of US teens, reported a ‘digital disconnect’ between internet-savvy
students and their schools. Students reported limited use of the internet in school when
compared to how they used the internet outside of school – finding virtual textbooks,
backpacks, study groups, and guidance counselors. In another study of 4000 middle
school students in the USA, students recounted their technology-using practices
outside of school and suggested that more ‘creative,’ ‘interactive,’ and ‘mediaoriented’ uses of technology in school would lead to their increased engagement
(Spires et al. 2008). In the UK, Livingstone and Bober (2004) investigated 9–19 year
olds’ use of the internet through qualitative interviews and observations and with a
national survey of young people (n = 1511) and their parents (n = 906). They reported
that the majority of children and young people had gained school or domestic internet
access, but the nature of use varied considerably across gender, age, and socioeconomic status categories (Livingstone, Bober, and Helsper 2005) and across schools
(Livingstone and Bober 2004). Approximately, 49% of full-time education students
had received little or no formal instruction on how to use the internet (Livingstone
and Bober 2004). The majority of students regarded the internet as an informationgathering tool that could be useful in doing school work, but appeared ‘far more
excited’ by its communication and participation possibilities (Livingstone and Bober
2004, 405), which they seemed to employ largely outside of school. Although many
schools ban online SNSs, in a recent US survey of 2000 students (9–17 year olds) who
used them, education was identified as a common topic of conversation in messages
sent over SNSs. Surprisingly, 60% of students surveyed reported using their SNS to
talk about education topics and 50% to talk specifically about schoolwork (National
School Boards Association 2007).
Such reports have stimulated renewed interest among educational policy-makers,
reformers, and learning researchers in understanding better the nature of students’
learning processes with participatory media in formal and informal learning contexts
and their interrelationships (e.g., see commentaries from the 2008 National Technology
Leadership Summit in the USA) (Bull et al. 2008; Erstad, Gilje, and de Lange 2007;
Greenhow 2008; Peppler and Kafai 2007). However, definitions of formal and informal
(and non-formal) learning are contested, and often misunderstood (Sefton-Green 2004).
The National Science Teachers Association (NSTA) in the USA defines informal and
formal learning relevant to K-12 education (NSTA 1999). We draw from the NSTA
(1999) position statement, which stipulates that informal learning:
●
●
●

complements, supplements, deepens, and enhances classroom studies;
emphasizes creativity through the need to attract non-compulsory audiences;
does not use a formal set of guidelines, objectives, or curriculum to guide
interactions between participants or state what participants should gain from
interactions with media;
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●
●

●

extends to the affective, cognitive, and social realms;
presents opportunities for mentors, professionals, and citizens to share time,
friendship, effort, creativity, and expertise with youngsters and adult learners;
and
allows for different learning styles and multiple intelligences and offers
alternatives for non-traditional and second-language learners.

Informal learning, as we define it, is spontaneous, experiential, and unplanned.
Students can engage in various informal learning processes with social software such
as observation, imitation, collaboration, and apprenticeship (Jenkins 2006). This
definition contrasts with non-formal learning where one has certain objectives in
mind and actively seeks information from sources that may include peers, mentors, or
media. Thus, if a student learns how to upload and download media files in the
process of building a Facebook account on her own such would constitute informal
learning. However, if that student asks a friend to help her figure out how to add a
different layout to her MySpace profile, she is engaging in non-formal learning. Both
situations differ from formal learning situations in which some agent, a teacher, an
educational software program, or a learning management system, is directing the
student’s learning. The agent guides the student through a formalized set of
objectives typically generated by an outside authority, such as curriculum standards
developed by professional organizations or mandated by the government.
In reality, students practice formal, informal, and non-formal learning across a
wide range of contexts and exercise considerable authority over how they learn,
when they learn, and with whom. Grounded in sociocultural, activity, and situated
learning theories (Cole 1996; Engestrom 1987; Greeno 1989; Vygotsky 1978), a
learning ecology perspective (Barron 2006) helps conceptualize and bridge learning
across the spaces of home, school, work, and community. Barron defines a learning
ecology as the ‘set of contexts found in physical or virtual spaces that provide
opportunities for learning’ (2006, 195). This notion of a learning ecology stipulates
that: (1) adolescents are simultaneously involved in many settings; (2) they create
learning contexts for themselves within and across settings; (3) the boundaries
between settings can be permeable; and (4) interest-driven activities can span
contextual boundaries and be self-sustaining given adequate time, freedom, and
resources (Barron 2006, 199–201). In other words, what is learned outside of school
can shape what is learned in school as students seek out projects based on their
interests. In turn, school projects can stimulate students’ interest – thus motivating
them to seek more information, opportunities, and like-minded people with whom to
learn on their own terms (Barron 2006).
In this qualitative study, we sought to investigate aspects of the learning ecology
inhabited by high school students from low-income families. Building on US
surveys that report the majority of young people, ages 12–17 are using SNSs
(Lenhart and Madden 2007) and local surveys that report similar findings for
students from low-income families in the upper Midwest (Greenhow, Robelia, and
Kim 2008; Greenhow, Walker, and Kim 2008), our goals were to illuminate these
students’ activities within their online SNS, determine what if anything students
were learning in these out-of-school spaces and how they interpret their
experiences, and use these insights to begin to inform pedagogy and avenues for
future research.

Learning, Media and Technology

123

Social networks as spaces for identity formation
Understanding identity formation, and how individual learners engage in identity
work in various socio-technical settings, is important to understanding youth-initiated
learning (Barron 2006). Adolescence is a time when young people explore the
physical, sexual, occupational, and ethnic dimensions of their identity within a larger
social context. The self they experience and display can have positive and negative
consequences. Youth have long been forming their identities while being scrutinized
by adults in public spaces, such as schools, places of worship, and community centers.
Schools, especially, have always taken part in students’ struggles to emerge from what
Erikson (1968) termed the ‘identity versus role confusion’ stage of development.
Of course, various conceptions of identity exist, as Buckingham explains:
Much of the debate around identity derives from the tensions between… two aspects. I
may struggle to ‘be myself’ or to ‘find my true self,’ and there are many would-be
experts and authorities who claim to be able to help me to do this. Yet I also seek multiple identifications with others, on the basis of social, cultural, and biological characteristics, as well as shared values, personal histories, and interests. On one level, I am the
product of my unique personal biography. Yet who I am (or who I think I am) varies
according to who I am with, the social situations in which I find myself, and the motivations I may have at the time, although I am by no means entirely free to choose how I
am defined. (2007, 1, emphasis added)

In psychology, Erikson (1968) described identity formation in his theory of developmental stages, which extend from birth through adulthood. According to Erikson,
adolescence is a critical period of identity formation; adolescents must undergo a crisis
in which they deal with uncertainty about their values and ideals, sexual identity, and
future occupation or career, and through a period of self-reflection and experimentation,
accomplish the task of integrating their prior experiences and characteristics into a
stable identity. The process of identity formation, therefore, is both an individual cognitive process and a social process, carried out among and in negotiation with others (e.g.,
families, peers, teachers, etc.).
Like Erikson, sociologist Erving Goffman (1959) was concerned with how young
people are eventually prepared, or prepare themselves, to embrace their allotted roles
in adult life (Buckingham 2007). In his book, The presentation of self in everyday life
(1959), Goffman discusses the performative aspects of identity formation. He emphasizes individual agency, or the notion that people are actors, creating or presenting
themselves by playing different roles on different stages to different audiences
(Goffman 1959). According to Goffman, people intentionally or unintentionally
express themselves and others, in turn, are impressed by them. These identity performances, then, can also be conceived of as impression management by which people
(consciously or subconsciously) modify their behavior to influence the impression
other people have of them (Goffman 1959, 6).
Still other conceptions of identity formation are concerned with the changing
nature of identity in society (Buckingham 2007). Judith Butler (1990), for example,
argues that identity categorizations (e.g., identifying as ‘women,’ etc.) are too restricting because they emphasize binary views of gender and limit possibilities for other,
more fluid or subversive, formations of gender and sexuality (Buckingham 2007;
Butler 1990, 22–34). Despite their differences these conceptions emphasize the notion
of identity formation as a process: ‘identity is something we do, rather than simply
something we are’ (Buckingham 2007, 8). We view identity formation as dynamic,
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self-reflective, and performative, rather than something that just is, or that we develop
into and sustain.
Similarly, Slater (2002) discusses the performative aspects of identity online; that
is, you become what you type. He argues that new media provide spaces within which
people can perform whatever identity they choose and create new and multiple
identities inconceivable in offline worlds (Slater 2002). Today’s youth experiment
with different identities, or ‘dynamic and shifting constructions and presentations of
self’ (Coiro et al. 2008, 526), through Web-enabled authorship in the form of
homepages, blogs, and online SNS profiles (Steinkuhler 2008). Stern (2007) describes
how youth use online authorship to work out their personal beliefs, challenge cultural
assumptions, and navigate complex relationships. She notes that many young people
recognize the value of online self-presentation and promotion among peers and others.
Within SNSs, the creation of online personal profiles and the formation of social
networks impacts directly on the expression of identity and how identity is performed
and reinforced. In the creation of online profiles, adolescents have the ability to
develop an image of how they see themselves and want others to view them (Williams
and Merten 2008). Williams and Merten argue that the internet has the potential for
creative disclosure within a safe outlet for self-expression:
Adolescents who feel they have lost their voice or are unheard by authority figures in
their personal lives can channel their energy and need for attention into their online
journal, versus feeling confused, worried, negative, misunderstood, or physically acting
out. (2008, 257)

Boyd (2007) identifies four aspects of self-presentation in SNSs that differ from the
processes of identity formation offline and have implications for education: (1)
persistence – speech is ephemeral but electronic text can be stored indefinitely; (2)
searchability – a journal in a drawer is very different than putting thoughts in an
environment where people can look for specific names and places; (3) replicability –
electronic media make it very easy for others to duplicate and change what one/
another has created; and (4) invisible audiences – one cannot tell who is online reading
our thoughts and what we write can be read in a context that is different than what we
intended (126).
As youth increasingly connect with peers online, these characteristics of SNSs
(persistence, replicability, searchability, audience invisibility) present both educational benefits and risks that warrant educators’ awareness and guidance. Developing
awareness of the risks and benefits of new media is part of developing one’s ability to
practice digital citizenship, just one of a number of twenty-first century competencies
required of young people today, as discussed briefly in this next section.
Twenty-first century skills: desired competencies for today’s learners
In the USA and across the world, a host of educational agencies emphasize that youth
must cultivate twenty-first century competencies if they are to be academically
successful and prepared for future workplaces in a global knowledge economy.
Broadly, these emphasize technological fluency, innovation, communication and
collaboration, research and information fluency, problem-solving, and digital citizenship (National Research Council 1999).
For instance, the International Society for Technology in Education (ISTE 2007)
and Partnership for 21st Century Skills (2008) in the USA have formulated definitions
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of six important twenty-first century competencies, each of which will be described
briefly. Creative thinking is defined as the ability to construct knowledge and develop
innovative products and processes. Communication and collaboration is the ability to
communicate in multiple media and to work collaboratively to support individual and
collective learning. Research and information fluency is the capacity to locate,
organize, evaluate, and synthesize data from a number of sources and present the
results. Problem-solving is the capacity to define problems and manage activities
towards a range of solutions. Technological fluency is the ability to select and use
technology applications and systems effectively and productively, including the
capacity to troubleshoot and transfer learning to new systems as they develop. Digital
citizenship is the ability to practice and advocate online behavior that demonstrates
legal, ethical, safe, and responsible uses of information and communication technologies. Moreover, US educators are expected to develop and model these competencies
as well as facilitate their development in students (ISTE 2008).
However, among the above list of competencies, the concept of digital citizenship
may be especially difficult to define, demonstrate, and measure for a number of
reasons. For instance, conceptions of citizenship and citizenship education abound and
definitions of online citizen-like behaviors that are legal, ethical, safe, and responsible
will vary among countries, cultures, school systems, and standards-setting agencies,
despite the fact that the internet, and students’ behaviors on the internet, in many ways
transcend physical boundaries.
Traditionally, definitions of a digital citizen have referred to one’s use of
electronic resources or environments to fulfill his or her duties as a citizen, including
filling out online forms, accessing information about one’s government, monitoring
governmental activities through this information and providing requested online feedback (Bentivegna 2002, 2006). Such conceptions of a digital citizen typically led to
observations about inequality of access to online information and to discussions about
how this ‘digital divide’ could be gapped (Bentivegna 2002, 50–1). However, newer
forms of social software, such as blogging, MySpace, and other Web 2.0 applications,
have corresponded with discussions about how to prepare young people not only to
become informed and watchful citizens, but also to promote their participation in civic
life through internet-based volunteering, campaigning, and lobbying as well as
through the creation of ‘youth media’ (e.g., blog entries, e-zines, podcasts, videocasts,
online communities) that present discussion and debate about political, social and
cultural issues (Selwyn 2007, 2–3). Bentivegna explains:
…new technologies can be used to promote citizen participation in debates regarding
matters of concern to the public… this underscores the opportunity to invent new forms
of community, albeit virtual, within a public sphere where citizens can debate politically
significant subjects. (Bentivegna 2002, 51)

In this vein, Ribble and Bailey have expanded the concept of digital citizenship to
include not only access to information but also norms of behavior (2004, 13) regarding the use of information and communication technologies for civic participation.
From a review of related literature, Ribble, Bailey, and Ross (2004) identified nine
elements of digital citizenship, including: digital etiquette, digital communication,
digital access, digital literacy, digital commerce, digital law, digital rights and
responsibilities, digital health and wellness, and digital security. Although a full
explanation of these nine elements is beyond the scope of this paper, their conception
of digital citizenship reinforces the notion of an informed and participatory citizenry
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whose online behaviors simultaneously uphold standards for legal, ethical, safe,
responsible, and respectful uses of technology. These views are resonant with the
standards put forth by the ISTE in the USA, which emphasize social responsibility
and ethical decision-making in its definitions of digital citizenship within the
National Educational Technology Standards for Students (2007) and Teachers
(2008).
In light of these definitions, we view young people’s ability to practice digital
citizenship as including their developing awareness of social and political issues and
online participation in public life. Moreover, quality online participation, in our view,
entails demonstrating respect for the rights and responsibilities of self and others in
the digital commons, including using and knowing how to use SNSs safely by
adjusting privacy settings, downloading music and other media files legally, posting
messages that are respectful to their online community, and encouraging others to
practice responsible online behaviors.
Outside the USA, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO 2008) advocates twenty-first century competencies similar to
the ISTE standards defined above, within its ‘media literacy’ curriculum. This curriculum emphasizes: questioning media and information, production, languages (how the
medium influences the message), representations (how different groups are
portrayed), and audience (who is watching, listening, reading). UNESCO supports the
development of a ‘family of 21st century survival literacies’ (Horton 2006, 15), which
include ‘media literacy,’ ‘computer literacy’ (hardware, software, applications), and
‘information literacy’ as part of the toolkit students need to practice quality citizenship
behaviors.
Despite this variation in terminology across countries, fields of education, and
standard-setting agencies, there is much overlap (Livingstone, Van Couvering, and
Thumin 2008) and statements pertaining to competency in the twenty-first century
generally advocate basic technological proficiency and participation in a digital
citizenry. Therefore, we focus on these last two standards: technological fluency and
digital citizenship within the ISTE framework defined above and use this framework as a lens through which to examine students’ learning in SNSs. Moreover,
students’ ability to perform these competencies within SNSs, in particular, seems
especially important for equitable access to learning and career opportunities as
educational and professional networking moves online (Childnet International
2007). According to a survey by the National Association of Colleges and Employers published in March 2008, US employers will not only use online SNSs to vet
profiles of potential hires, over 50% will use sites like Facebook.com and
LinkedIn.com to prospect for talent, promote their accomplishments, and recruit top
candidates (Rosenbloom 2008). Participation in such online professional networking
opportunities seems especially important for high school and first-generation college
students from low-income families who typically lack access to the local careerenhancing networks available to their more affluent peers from college educated
families.
If, in reality, the majority of US teachers use computers and the internet with their
students less than 15 minutes per week (Norris et al. 2003) compared to the average
of 1 hour and 41 minutes students spend online outside of school (Kaiser Family
Foundation 2005), incorporating students’ out-of-school experiences into expectations
for formal learning may be the only way to surpass classroom constraints and develop
the twenty-first century competencies we espouse.
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Research methods
The research study described here was part of a larger six-month effort to examine
low-income students’ perceptions, activities, and conditions in using the internet and
SNSs. Students participating in the study were all from families whose incomes were
at or below the county median income (at or below $25,000). Students were recruited
through an after-school program aimed at increasing college enrollment for lowincome students. We conducted surveys and focus groups with students in the winter
of 2007 (n = 852) and spring of 2008 (n = 600) to discern their internet access, use,
and capacity. The findings of these prior studies are reported elsewhere (Greenhow,
Robelia, et al. 2008; Greenhow, Walker, et al. 2008).
To further investigate trends we were seeing from students’ self-reports and
answer our research questions above, we conducted a series of qualitative case studies with students identified through our survey research who all used MySpace.com
as their primary social network. Eleven participants (eight women and three men)
were selected who varied along several dimensions. Our participants ranged in age
from 17 to 19 years old, self-identifying as Asian, African American, or Latino.
They were all public school students from low-income families living in a large
metropolitan area.
We were interested in how students of varying activity levels integrated the
MySpace system into their lives. Therefore, student-participants were evenly split
between ‘high’ MySpace users, defined as using the SNS for an average of 30 minutes
or more every day, and ‘low’ users, defined as using the SNS at least twice per week
for an average of 30 minutes. All students in the study had an internet-connected
computer at home and had been using MySpace regularly for at least a year.
Attempting to understand the nature of students’ use of their SNS merited a semistructured qualitative research design which focused the data collection process, maintained design flexibility to allow inductive hypothesis generation, and considered the
validity of the young people’s experiences and narratives (Denzin and Lincoln 1994;
Maxwell 1996). Although the results from such a study are not generalizable to the
population at large, the findings and analysis generated from this qualitative study
may resonate with the experiences of adolescent MySpace users in similar circumstances and be enlightening for educators who work with similar students and seek to
understand their online practices.
To understand how participants used MySpace in accordance with our research
questions, we triangulated multiple data sources including: (1) semi-structured
interviews (Seidman 1998); (2) think-alouds (Clark 1997); and (3) content analyses of
participants’ MySpace pages. First, all interviews were conducted in-person, audiotaped and lasted from 60 to 90 minutes. Interviews included questions about demographic background and SNS use (e.g., On a typical day, when you login to your
MySpace what do you usually do there? Why? What are your reasons for using
MySpace? Can you give me an example of some of the ways you get your ideas, interests, or emotions across on these sites, if at all? Do you see any problems or difficulties with using MySpace? Any benefits to using MySpace? How did you learn to use
MySpace features? What are the unspoken rules or expectations for participating in
MySpace? What do you think you are learning, if anything, in using this site as you
do? etc.). We transcribed each interview and analyzed the typed transcripts using
open-ended coding followed by thematic coding around categories corresponding to
our research questions.
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Second, students engaged in a think-aloud, a technique that involves asking study
participants to report thoughts related to performance of a task as it is unfolding
(Clark 1997). We asked our participants to talk-aloud as they engaged in their
MySpace site, prompting them with questions about what they were doing, why, how,
and what next, to attempt to understand their experiences. These sessions lasted from
30 to 60 minutes and were also audio-recorded. Think-aloud sessions were subsequently transcribed, including participants’ comments and explanations. Transcripts,
combined with our notes, gave us important insights about young people’s uses of
MySpace. We discovered what they do on a typical day within the space, their ordering of activities and the technical features of this communication technology that
made it so appealing.
Third, we adapted Jones et al. (2008) content analysis protocol to code and analyze
the actual content of students’ MySpace profile pages. For instance, we documented
the frequency and types of personal, identifying, and contact information they
included (e.g., identification of real name, hometown, gender, sexual orientation,
ethnicity, interests, and identifying image). We also examined their use of various
technical features, such as their frequency of blog use (if applicable) and topics
covered as well as the presence of various visual media (e.g., videos, photos, applications). We noted others’ comments on their pages, including the number of comments,
topics commented on, and total number of friends as well as their alterations to the
design, look, and functionality of their profile pages. Some of these analyses were
simple counts (e.g., number of friends, comments, or photos) that revealed which SNS
features they used for what purposes.
Although we sought to adequately capture and describe students’ experiences and
demonstrated uses of MySpace.com, our study was not longitudinal, and therefore,
presents only a detailed snapshot of practice during a limited period of time.
Moreover, it is possible that students, in friending us for the purposes of the research
study, actually altered their normal patterns of online behavior because they knew we
were watching. For our part, we tried to minimize our impact on the online space we
were studying by observing participants’ behaviors but never posting, commenting, or
otherwise indicating our presence as observers.
Next, we report the common themes that emerged from this analysis, organized
into three sections with each section corresponding to one of our three research
questions. Pseudonyms are used in place of actual names and supporting evidence
from students’ interviews, talk-alouds, and MySpace profiles is presented wherever
possible.

Results
Students’ views of SNSs for learning
As reported in student surveys conducted earlier, the low-income students in our study
felt they learned technology skills, creativity, and communication skills in using
MySpace (Greenhow et al. 2008); however, they saw little connection between their
use of this social software and the knowledge and skills they believed their teachers
valued in school. Interestingly, students identified several ways in which they used
their SNS to vent about or get help on school-related issues or assignments. Many
students commented that they would actually work on group projects using MySpace
communication features, such as the bulletin board, or use their MySpace to organize
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study groups: assigning tasks, checking progress, and clarifying teacher instructions
while online. For instance, in the following excerpt, Mia explains how she used her
social network to get emotional support and help with a school assignment:
I recently put up a bulletin saying that I didn’t know how to finish my world lit paper.
And then, I got comments back saying like: ‘Just keep going through the nervous part.’
And I asked about one of the books we had read because I didn’t have the book with me
and they [others in her network] wrote back and gave me the number, the quote, and the
citation. So it was really helpful… It’s really easy to get access to help… and also when
you… just need encouragement, you can go to MySpace and see what other people are
doing and maybe they’re doing the same thing and you guys can discuss it and switch
around ideas.

These and other examples from interview transcripts and profile pages suggest that
students may be using MySpace outside of school to support formal content area learning, but do not necessarily recognize they are doing so.
When asked if their teachers or coaches within the college access program had a
profile on MySpace, none of the students we interviewed had actually searched for this
information to know. Students said they did not talk about their MySpace use with
teachers or parents and that they felt teachers and parents largely viewed these sites as
a waste of time or a distraction. Students were generally banned from using SNSs
within school but they had discovered creative ways to work around the school’s firewalls, accessing their MySpace through proxy servers. All students had the internet at
home, used it to go online, and did not mention any objections from their parents to
MySpace. Several students stated that they knew more about the internet than their
parents did and saw their parents as generally not interested in computers.
Perhaps most important for these students from low-income families in a college
access program is their observation that through MySpace they deepened relationships
with people in their local and extended networks. Sons or daughters in immigrant
families, especially, reported keeping in touch with distant friends and relatives
through MySpace. Knowing how to cultivate and use a supportive network of people,
information and resources may give SNS users, especially those experiencing low
self-esteem, lack of social belonging, or lack of confidence, an advantage during
major life transitions such as relocation or the transition to college (Ellison, Steinfield,
and Lampe 2007).
Identity formation in SNSs
Next, we found that students used MySpace to perform ‘identity work’ online (Boyd
2007). Using social and technical features, they engaged in self-discovery and selfpresentation within a semipublic context (e.g., all profiles were set to be viewed by
‘friends only’). Interestingly, the selves they portrayed in their MySpace profiles
seemed only slightly embellished rather than deceptive or false as others have
suggested (Boyd 2006; Erard 2003).
For instance, students’ profiles revealed a good deal of accurate personal and identifying information. Because we had met each student, knew what they looked like,
where they lived, attended school, and other demographic information, we could
check what we knew against what they portrayed within MySpace. In all cases,
students had added us to their ‘Friendlist’ temporarily so that we could login, and
through our own profile, observe those of our participants. Content analysis indicated

130

C. Greenhow and B. Robelia

that students generally revealed their actual age, gender, home state, relationship
status (i.e., single, in a relationship, or engaged), educational status, and purpose in
using MySpace (e.g., students indicated ‘I’m here for “friends” or “friends and
networking”’). MySpace users must choose to reveal much of this information, but
some information, such as ‘gender,’ is collected when they sign up and displayed
automatically on their profile. The majority (7 out of 11 participants) revealed their
first and last name somewhere within their MySpace. However, most only used their
first name, or part of their first and last name, in their screen name. For instance, ‘Joe
Smith’ might appear as ‘Joe’ or ‘JoeS’ or ‘Joeman.’ One student used her first and last
initials as her screen name, and four students invented an online handle such as
‘flowergirl.’ In addition, 9 out of 11 participants had posted an identifying image or
photograph on their profile. Seven used a self-portrait. Three appeared in a photograph
with a friend or partner. Of the two students who chose not to post an image of themselves, one posted an environmental picture (e.g., a beach scene), and another chose a
photograph that depicted people working together. Seven out of eleven participants
revealed the name of their hometown.
Most students in our study did not disclose: their email, birth date, cell phone or
telephone, postal address, occupation, income, and religion. Sexual orientation was
listed by 50% of students; body type was stated in only four cases (e.g., slim/slender or height such as 5’3”). Ethnicity was declared in 4 out of 11 cases, although
other aspects of the profile, such as identifying image, choice of music, hobbies,
groups, or interests, were suggestive. Although we saw a few cases of outright
identity fabrication, such as the student who listed his body type as ‘00’ or the girl
who claimed she was 23 when we knew otherwise, overall, we were surprised by
the apparent truthfulness of these accounts. It may be that most of our subjects
sought to communicate with an audience that on some level, they already knew;
therefore, the motivation to engage in outright deception was low (Donath and
Boyd 2004).
With these text and images, students used MySpace to depict physical, relational,
and educational aspects of themselves but declined to reveal, or only hinted at, their
sexual, ethnic, or occupational dimensions. We were especially surprised, given that
students were identified through an after school college access program and had been
accepted to college by the time we conducted this study, that only four participants
listed the college they would be enrolling in next year on their profile. Those who
displayed this information also indicated what degree and/or major they intended to
pursue. This was surprising to us given the program’s emphasis on celebrating
successes and being a leader and role model to the next generation of students. In fact,
only one student mentioned using her online social network explicitly to make her
college search and enrollment process transparent for younger MySpace users. This
student also discussed how she used MySpace to actually network with undergraduates at the colleges she was interested in and to meet established artists to learn about
career options. She believed that her online interactions through MySpace with people
she had never met actually helped her make her college decision. Hers was the only
clear case of students’ using MySpace for career-related networking, self-promotion,
and advancement.
In the teenage years, students are working to define who they are at any given
moment and who they are becoming. This is often a struggle as one must navigate an
evolving sense of self within a broader social context that rewards and punishes selfdisclosure. We saw participants’ quest for self-discovery, identity exploration, and
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self-presentation playing out within their MySpace profiles. As Kim’s comment below
suggests, students used MySpace to work through internal dilemmas about who they
are or think they are, and who they should be:
When I feel kind of kid-ish I will put on pastel looking [MySpace] backgrounds or if I
feel like serious than I put on black backgrounds but I must remain feminine, so what I
have right now is a black background with pink flowers.

In this quote, Kim talks about being her serious and feminine selves simultaneously. She uses customizable MySpace backgrounds, like clothing on a virtual
body, to discern and portray what she is experiencing (i.e., kid-ish or serious). At the
same time, she is considering in her selection of color, design, and graphics, the self
she needs to portray: ‘I must remain feminine.’ Her solution: ‘a black background with
pink flowers’ is perhaps a compromise between self-revelation and conformity to
what she feels is expected.
Another participant, Tiffany, talks about self-discovery while developing a
MySpace profile with her sisters: ‘All of us use it [MySpace account] so it’s kind of a
way for us to input and find out information about all of our selves and show what we
do.’ Here, Tiffany discusses using MySpace to find out about ‘all of our selves,’
exploring her roles as an individual, as a sister, and as a member of her family as well
as learning about her sisters while she distinguishes herself from them: ‘show what we
do’ as individuals.
We observed students exploring and portraying different aspects of themselves
through their use of text and non-text media. In analyzing students’ profiles, we found
that each profile background and layout was unique. Like fingerprints, no two subjects
had the same combination of colors, graphics, layouts, media features, and applications displayed on their page. No subjects accepted MySpace default background as
their own, and all commented that they regularly changed the ‘look and feel’ of their
MySpace. We saw evidence of this in observing their profile one day and then, when
we logged in days later, it had changed. Moreover, students frequently changed their
MySpace ‘status,’ ‘mood,’ and ‘updates,’ indicating their emotions, selecting an
accompanying emoticon, and writing a phrase or two about life events or future plans.
The short excerpt below from a blog entry is another example of students’ using
MySpace for self-discovery and reflection. In this passage, titled ‘Is it me’ and
categorized ‘Life,’ the author reflects on what it means to be a friend and to have
friendships in relation to being ‘just me:’
Is it me
Category: Life
Is it just me or is everyone just better off thinking that everyone is fine? I mean I would
rather know about my friends problems than try to pretend that everything is all good in
their lives. Maybe this is just me. I am just really like wondering to myself if it is that I
‘pry’ too much in the lives of my friends to try to understand them better? I mean I don’t
know, maybe the people that I surround myself with just aren’t the right people. Or
maybe I am just stuck in this like down and out stage. I guess I just wish that I would
have people that were more… well, just better at being friends.

About half of participants used the blogging feature within MySpace, and of those
bloggers, most posted monthly or bimonthly on a range of topics (e.g., relationships,
friends, school, feelings, etc.) and in a variety of genres (e.g., poetry, song lyrics,
prose, lists, answers to survey questions circulated within MySpace).
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Moreover, as the examples above suggest, students also used MySpace to
present themselves and get feedback. The blogger in the above example is not only
reflecting on the tensions he feels between self and relationships, but inviting feedback, which he gets in the form of ‘comments’ and ‘kudos’ posted by ‘friends’ in
response to this entry. One participant, Brandy, told us that she felt MySpace
enabled people to portray ‘different sides’ of their identity that would otherwise
remain masked:
You can share different sides of yourself that you would never do otherwise. It just gives
people ever more opportunity to be who they are… and to know who you are… your
interest in poetry, music, photographs they might not have known otherwise.

Others have written about the affordances and limitations of online environments
where social cues and identity indicators, present in the physical world, are absent;
this can lower people’s inhibitions, and they reveal more ‘sides’ of themselves
through text and other media (Donath and Boyd 2004; Dwyer 2007; Gallant, Boone,
and Heap 2007). However, we were most interested in comments such as Brandy’s
that suggested not only are students using MySpace for self-discovery, personal
expression, and self-presentation, but also to clarify, showcase, and develop their
interests and abilities within a network that values invention and sharing. Mia
described it this way:
I learn different things [on MySpace] like just with the presidential election and learning
about college and everything. People do use it [MySpace] for more than just flirting with
boys or with girls. If people really have an interest they want to express or promote, then
they use those networks. It’s the same as being in school. If they have an interest in doing
more than flirting, if they have an interest in learning about different things, they
establish that situation for themselves.

Indeed, students discussed how their MySpace profile – and their network – changed
with them: ‘Every day things happen… you log in there is new experience you are
going to see a different person… it is just different aspects of that person and what
happened to them that day. Basically, they grow.’
MySpace seemed to encourage identity formation and interest growth among these
young users through its dynamically updating, Web-based media-sharing features. For
instance, participants emphasized the importance of continuously displaying photographs within MySpace to introduce, contextualize, and ‘talk’ about who they are, as
Ned explains in commenting about the kinds of pictures he incorporates into his
profile: ‘Pictures of what I like, pictures that are memories that we share over the years
and use it to talk about who you are, use it to express who you are.’ Similarly, Bobbie
described how she used photographs on the profile page of a new ‘Friend’ to interpret
and understand the person: ‘I go through their pictures first to see who they are.’
MySpace allows users to create public or private albums with the ‘My Photos’ feature.
Through My Photos, images can be uploaded, captioned, edited, tagged, and shared.
Original images or those ‘found’ on the internet also become part of one’s background
or wallpaper on the main profile page.
Participants also presented an online identity through customizable backgrounds
and layouts, as Ned commented when talking about the purpose of the background
image: ‘It tells who you are.’ Kim reacted negatively to the profile background her
friend had created for her: ‘I didn’t like the background, and I didn’t feel it reflected
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who I was. It was more anime-ish and fantasy-like, and I am a more realistic person.’
Kim rejected the profile her friend had crafted and built her own page, one she felt was
more representative.
Music was also an important aspect of identity expression and self-presentation on
MySpace. Nine out of eleven profiles had music playing in their background.
Katherine explained how she learned about her friends through their music: ‘It’s kinda
good to go on other people’s pages and see what kind of songs they have… because
again it tells a lot about who they are, and what they like to do.’ Mia explained that
songs were updated frequently on her profile to reflect her state of being: ‘I would
change my song, because to me personally, it expresses how I feel at that time or that
day or whatever.’
Gallant, Boone, and Heap argue that the best online communities encourage
‘identity posting’ (2007, 6). They suggest self-expression and identity performance
are encouraged in SNSs through technical aspects that provide ‘personalizing features
and activities to satisfy people’s need to develop individual style and create a social
statement’ (Gallant, Boone, and Heap 2007, 7). These include: different communication strategies to fit individual preferences (e.g., asynchronous and synchronous),
interactive creativity (e.g., design flexibility in one’s profile page background and
layout), selective hierarchy (e.g., joining different groups or keeping out members),
identity posting (e.g., online biographies through photos, video, blogs, comments,
status, and mood updates), and artistic forms (e.g., video posts, remixing of media,
creative use of music). Gallant, Boone, and Heap (2007) point to creative use of video
and music as well as the mixing of media as elements of the user interface important
to identity formation and sociality.
Demonstration of twenty-first century competencies
In examining the kinds of twenty-first century learning students demonstrate, if any,
within their SNS, we focused in this paper on technological fluency and digital citizenship. Our purpose was to explore what students had revealed in an earlier survey
(Greenhow, Walker, et al. 2008). The two sections that follow describe how these
competencies were demonstrated or not within students’ SNSs.
Technological fluency
The ability to use technology applications and systems, including troubleshooting and
transferring skills to new situations as they occur, is important for learning in all
domains. In all cases, students believed they were developing technological fluency in
using MySpace, although this varied according to their intensity of use, with the more
intense MySpace users feeling most strongly that MySpace developed their fluency
(Greenhow, Robelia, et al. 2008).
In talking with participants and viewing MySpace accounts in-depth, we learned
that simply participating in the SNS to the extent they did required knowledge of a
range of information and communication technologies, including: the ability to search
out, preview, select, incorporate, and share audio and video files; the ability to create,
edit, copy, find, upload, tag, and arrange image files; the capacity to strategically
monitor, respond, multitask, and navigate multiple communication channels (e.g.,
instant messaging, MySpace email, wall posts, blog comments, tagged photos, videoshares, etc.), and more.
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Students appeared to learn these skills informally but also non-formally when they
apprenticed themselves to more experienced users. In fact, many of the students said
they were introduced to MySpace through people they knew who used it, although
they also relied on MySpace forums or related online groups to continue learning.
Typically, participants created initial profiles with help from those who understood
the ‘construction of cool’ (Boyd 2007), that is, how to stylize Web pages with
interesting backgrounds, layouts, and interactive features. Brandy, for instance,
explained how her technical competence developed with the help of MySpace
‘friends:’
I have friends that go and download an MP3 file and they’ll format it so it will work on
my page. And they have kind of shown me how to do that now so that I don’t always
have to call them over or message them when I want this song or some help… I know
I’m learning more how to upload and work with different files, change different things…
and that’s something I probably wouldn’t have done if I weren’t using MySpace.

In addition to working with images, audio files, and videos, MySpace facilitates
Web page design flexibility and customization. Users with an interest in stylizing their
pages can enter HTML code to do so. Tiffany explains how she learned to manipulate
HTML as a MySpace apprentice and soon became an expert, ‘My sister was the one
who kind of learned it first, and then I kind of learned from her. And now I know more
than her… I showed my cousin how to do it and my sisters.’ Andrea also learned about
HTML and how to alter source codes for different effects through MySpace activities,
‘I learned more about HTML… with the whole editing and that thing. So I have to ask
my friends for help to try to get something this color… I then learn a little more.’ As
these comments suggest, participants were motivated to learn different applications,
and the technical skills they needed, to craft expressive profiles that characterize
participation in their MySpace community. In discussing the dynamics of a learning
ecology, Barron (2006) suggests that developing one’s ‘islands of expertise’ in informal learning contexts is important to seeding a sense of oneself as knowledgeable
(198). Through the cognitive activity of guiding other MySpace users in learning how
to manipulate, troubleshoot, and transfer technology skills from one application to
another, students are simultaneously developing their own conceptual knowledge and
sense of competency.
In some cases, formal and informal learning opportunities for developing technological fluency were symbiotic. Several students talked about being introduced to
technology applications in school (e.g., video production or graphic art class) and then
building on and extending what they had learned through interest-driven activities
within MySpace. For example, one student, who was interested in video production,
had learned to use related software programs in high school. He built on these skills
when he wanted to promote a local sports team. Creating a video of highlights from a
winning game, which he then posted on YouTube, he shared this video with his
MySpace network and encouraged his friends to check out future games offline. Of all
the cases in this study, this student demonstrated the most creative uses of video on
his site, uploading clips he had created or found on the Internet.
Digital citizenship
As students increasingly experiment with identity issues online, evolving a virtual self
to participate in SNSs or other Web-based communities, they must develop their
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capacity for digital citizenship, or online behavior that demonstrates legal, ethical, safe,
and responsible uses of information and communication technologies. Students in our
study demonstrated some evidence of digital citizenship, but their understanding of
this concept or sense of why it was important was not well developed.
For instance, students could advise us on how to be a good MySpace member,
recalling aspects of the MySpace user agreement or describing unwritten codes of
conduct, but their rationale for these was ill-formed. Of the elements of digital citizenship described in the ISTE standards, students displayed the most awareness of safety
issues. Most participants could describe how MySpace privacy settings functioned and
had set their profile to be viewed by ‘friends’ only. A few students believed their site
was configured so that anyone could view it, but they also described the risks associated with this behavior. In this excerpt, Katherine explains how participating in
MySpace actually helped her think about safety and privacy online:
The first time you’re working MySpace, you don’t really know what you’re doing, and
so you don’t know what to keep private and what to block off. And I think that’s the
hardest part for me, like, when I first started, I didn’t know how to block my pages… so
random people would see my pages, and… when, like, people I didn’t know kept trying
to be my friend, I think that’s when I finally realized that, okay there’s, there has to be
some way I can block it off… I had a friend who helped me put in this code that would
block off my page, and only friends that I saved can see my page.

In addition, students demonstrated responsible uses of technology within MySpace
by respectfully responding to others’ bulletin requests for information and aiding other
users in resolving technical problems. They advocated for appropriate uses of
MySpace by publicly sanctioning those who posted rumors or racist comments,
although several commented that they would not openly criticize the behaviors of
others they did not really know.
Moreover, they hardly mentioned and seemed only vaguely aware of the public
discourse surrounding the potential legal and ethical issues involved when young people
use online SNSs, nor were they concerned that their own behaviors may not comply
with acceptable use standards. Such ill-formed and only partial understandings of their
rights and responsibilities in semipublic online spaces, especially with respect to legal
issues of copyright and fair use, mirror the lack of understanding on the part of educators
who are supposed to model digital citizenship behaviors (Greenhow et al. 2007).
Discussion
Students today are increasingly expected to develop technological fluency, digital
citizenship, and other twenty-first century competencies despite wide variability in the
quality of learning opportunities schools provide. SNSs available via the Internet may
provide promising informal and non-formal contexts for learning to supplement
school-based experiences. In this paper, we presented findings from a qualitative
study that examined how urban high school students from low-income families used
the SNS, MySpace, to engage in self-discovery, self-presentation, and identity formation. Students used various socio-technical features such as photo-sharing, graphic
design, and multiple communication channels within MySpace to convey who they
were at a given moment and to learn about the changing lives of others in the network.
While engaging in identity work, students were also gaining technological fluency and
beginning to consider their roles and responsibilities as digital citizens.
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Next we offer two reflections on how such technologies might be incorporated into
the students’ overall learning ecology to reduce educational inequities and how
current institutionalized approaches might shift to accommodate such change. First,
given the increasing prevalence of online networking opportunities and the fact that
networked architectures are transforming college recruiting, hiring practices, and civic
participation in the USA (Rosenbloom 2008; Sheehy 2008), educators must help
students enact legal, ethical, responsible, safe, and advantageous online community
practices. In our teacher education classes, new and old teachers alike often assume
(incorrectly) that most urban youth in our area do not have internet access at home.
Survey research with over 1300 low-income urban youth in the Midwestern USA
(Greenhow et al. 2008) and similar national reports of teens and families suggest that
this is simply not the case. Perhaps one shift we need to make, then, is in our
expectations. If we begin by expecting that our students will be online as part of their
daily lives, and engaged in multimedia communication, then teaching them how to act
to their advantage within physical and cyberspace networks becomes less optional and
more imperative. Our findings reveal that social software’s advantages for academic
and career networking are not as clear to students who perhaps most need them as they
could be. Familiarizing ourselves with these tools, and how they are being used
positively in other fields, will enable us to create rich ‘transactional spaces’ (Erstad,
Gilje, and de Lange 2007) wherein students and teachers can jointly negotiate their
sense of competency around twenty-first century skills. We envision these spaces as
extending across the learning ecology rather than confined within limited time frames,
freedoms, and resources that typically characterize school.
Second, we need research efforts that illuminate how the Web-based communication and network visualization tools found in today’s social software can shape
content area learning and social practices, and how these, in turn suggest new learning
and teaching theories. Technology executives predict the coming wave of social
networking, ‘social operating systems,’ which will move us away from restricting
users to walled-off membership in a few sites (e.g., Facebook) towards a more open
and flexible sharing between numerous niche communities (NMC 2008). These
social operating systems will enable students, teachers, and researchers to make visible their ‘social graph,’ or the network of people they know, are related to, or work
with independent of any given address book or networking system. Such tools may be
especially useful for helping students develop domain knowledge and become
inducted into the practices that characterize their field of study, as this example from
the Horizon Report illustrates:
Students working on research papers often do not fully realize what it means to be a
scholar. Of the network of activities that scholars are involved in – writing, researching,
interacting with peers and colleagues, presenting at conferences – only a small part is
apparent to a student doing research. Every idea, paper, experiment, and artifact is, in
reality, attached to a person or group of people who helped bring it about. Imagine the
impact of tools that place those people and relationships at the center of any research
inquiry: concepts clearly linked to people; connections between those people and others
clearly indicated; a much more complete picture of the topic would emerge, more
quickly than is possible with current tools. (NMC 2008, 26)

Such developments in social software may help to address educational inequities by
providing a freely accessible means for all learners to engage in interest development,
self-publication, and promotion. However, restrictive school policies, existing disconnects between in- and out-of-school learning, and classical views of knowledge pose
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considerable challenges. We look to our colleagues to join us in advancing the
conversation.
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