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Abstract

Since the late 1990s there has been considerable interest in the ways in which category-tagging in online environments can be used to bring together those with shared interests.  Using the idea of ‘affinity spaces’ (Gee, 2004) this paper shows how tagging within the Flickr photo-sharing community can lead to learning and knowing, and new ways of seeing.  Through a narrative account of my involvement in an affinity space, I develop a model to explore the processes at work in this instance of socially-situated learning.  This is used to suggest the educational potential of online social-networking environments.  Category-tagging is an important aspect of new literacy (Lankshear and Knobel, 2003) and one, which I argue, is dependent upon written representation.
Keywords: new literacies; tagging; folksonomies; writing; photosharing
Arrival
In his lyrical account of a migrant’s experience of getting to know the environment of a new country, the writer V.S. Naipul traces the ways in which initial attempts to ‘see’ our surroundings so often fall short of real understanding.  His novel, The Enigma of Arrival explores the kind of attentive noticing that eventually leads to deeper understanding – this, and the emerging sense of belonging that often accompanies knowledge of the socio-cultural landscape.  During the early parts of the novel the narrator recounts his experience of getting to know the topology of the landscape, reading the signs that are inscribed upon it as well as the ways of its inhabitants.  ‘I saw what I saw very clearly.’ writes Naipul, ‘But I didn’t know what I was looking at.  I had nothing to fit it into.’ (1992:12). This process of moving from what I call ‘blind seeing’ to a deeper understanding is the central theme of this paper which emerges out of my own autoethnography of online social networking practices.  Like the narrator of Naipul’s book, I am an in-comer (Prensky, 2002).  An in-comer who sees but does not necessarily understand; one who hopes to use systematic noticing (Mason: 2001) to establish a better understanding of emerging digital literacy practices.
If this suggests a methodology, then so be it.  My project, inspired by Lankshear and Knobel’s (2003) plea for more insider research in the field of new literacies, looks at a very particular enigma of arrival, namely the ways in which the in-comer comes to understand the practices of what Prensky (2001) calls the ‘native’.  To attempt that with out exoticising or objectifying those practices is a skill in itself.  Autoethnography (Ellis and Bochner, 2003) provides a good tool for this, and one that has proved useful to researchers of various online communities (Markham, 1998; Sunden, 2000; Thomas, 2000 and Davies and Merchant, forthcoming).  In these communities it seems that getting to know a practice only begins to happen when one adopts or adapts that practice for one’s own use.  With this in mind, what follows is an account of my own deeper understanding of category-tagging used in the creation of ‘folksonomies’ (alternatively referred to as ‘tagsonomies’). From my experience of category-tagging within the photo-sharing environment of Flickr (www.Flickr.com), I develop a model of learning and knowledge-building that seems to me to have wider applications than the specific social-networking sites within which it is used.  At the same time I suggest that category-tagging and the development of folksonomies is an example of a new literacy (Lankshear and Knobel, 2003) and one that has important implications as well as considerable potential for developing learning in educational environments.
Staking out the territory – friends and folksonomies    
The idea behind any folksonomy is that a body of knowledge can be built democratically through participant-users without the traditional authority of a discipline, a body of experts or an established tradition of practice.  Foucault, (1989) in The Archeology of Knowledge, laid bare the ways in which formal knowledge is accumulated and codified through discourses, policed by the exercise of power within social elites such as the academy until it achieves an authority of its own. The ideal-type folksonomy works in ways that are diametrically opposed to this.  As with a wiki, all readers are potentially writers, power is shared and knowledge is accumulated by collaboration rather than by acts of control and domination.  Category-tagging is the process by which objects or ideas can be classified.  So in blogging, photosharing and music-exchange sites, you code your own objects
 with keywords or tags that can then be searched for and grouped in a variety of ways. Of course in some ways there is little difference between this and the established academic practice of attaching keywords to journal articles; but there are some small differences and these are significant.  
Firstly, category-tags in online social networks are generated by user interest, rather than by any ideas of actual or ideal readers. Secondly, category-tags can be changed, updated or added to as new relationships to other objects are realised.  And thirdly, other people can add category-tags to your objects.  This allows objects to be pooled and grouped in diverse and fluid ways in a process that is controlled by the community of users.  Imagine a library in which books and journals could be organised and re-organised at the click of a finger by subject, by topic, by date or by size and colour or whatever category readers apply and you begin to understand the magic of a folksonomy.
The power of the folksonomy idea began to grip internet enthusiasts in the late 1990s when software development, increased connectivity and computing power opened up new possibilities.  Detractors were concerned about inaccuracy and misinformation as well as the potential for undermining the good work of traditional systems of coding and classification – a theme incidentally that is also picked up in discussions about wikis.  Meanwhile enthusiasts saw the huge potential for new knowledge practices and processes, and even the wholesale democratisation of learning.  The truth falls somewhere between, with the most popular folksonomies providing for creative connections between people and interests, and a way of establishing some sort of order in the proliferation of detail.  In social-networking sites, category-tagging allows us to establish allegiances with others who have similar interests or who ‘have’ similar objects and in this way provide opportunities for the creation of what Gee (2003) calls affinity spaces.
This article focuses on category-tagging within the Flickr photo-sharing community.  Flickr provides a service which allows for the online storage of digital photographs (Davies and Merchant, forthcoming).  At entry level, once you have signed up, you develop your own pages which become a portal through which you upload and organise your own images.  You can keep your photographs private, restrict access to named people, or open them up to all-comers, to ‘Flickrites’ and to the public at large – and that’s when the potential opens up. By way of illustration, Figure 1 shows the portal interface and gives an impression of the Flickr look.  On this you can see recent photographs, how sets can be organised, and general navigational tools.
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Figure 1: The Flickr portal

Applying a category tag is shown in Figure 2.  The user simply enters a list of keywords in the box, and these are then displayed each time this photograph is shown.  Searching your own photographs for that category-tag will bring up all the photographs you have coded in this way. This grouping may coincide with a set, cut across sets and may even suggest to the user that she or he create a new set.  In a recent development Flickr now allows geotags, which enable you to plot your photographs to geographical locations using maps or satellite images.
From knowing to using

My interest in the ways in which the in-comer comes to understand the practices of natives is well illustrated by my own engagement in category-tagging and folksonomies.  In frequent postings on my personal blog  (http://www.myvedana.blogspot.com ) and in fieldnotes recorded on the metablog, Blogtrax, which I share with researcher and colleague, Julia Davies (http:www.blogtrax.blogsome.com), I had been recording observations and engaging in discussions about folksonomies for about 18 months.  In fact, one of the attractions of hosting Blogtrax with the Wordpress provider in the first place was to exploit the affordances of category-tagging for research purposes (Davies and Merchant, forthcoming).  Within a blogging environment, however, it is the owner or owners who write the tags and who apply the categories – much in the same way that academics use keywords.  The kind of cross-referencing that is made possible when category-tagging is applied across an online community is of a different order, as we shall see, and this is why its application within the Flickr photosharing site is of significance.
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Figure 2 – Tagging images in Flickr (the blue arrow shows where tags are listed and added to).

Category-tagging posts within a blog, are a way of organising ideas and themes and provides a useful way of cutting across the chronological sequencing of posts.  It provides possibilities for grouping posts in various ways and allows for an alternative approach to searching that is not dependent on a laborious trawl through archives – a problem, incidentally, which grows incrementally over time with an untagged blog. This is a very useful tool for the blogger, but unless one combines this tagging process with other software such as Delicious, your categorisation is closed, you retain authorial control and do not create a folksonomy in the broadest sense of the word. 
In September 2005, the Guardian newspaper, as part of its strategy to establish a stronger presence on the web, introduced a system of category-tagging for items on its news blog.  The categories were displayed in the righthand margin in the form of a tag-cloud, a visual display that represents tag frequency in the relative size of the word (see Figure 3 for an example of a tag-cloud).  In my own critique of the Guardian news blog, I suggested that what they widely advertised as a folksonomy was really dependent on the tags applied by the journalists themselves and perhaps fell a little short of the innovation they claimed (http://www.myvedana.blogspot.com/2005/03/faced.html). People’s journalism had been reclaimed by the media.
By way of a contrast, Flickr tags (like those used in the music-sharing site Pandora, http://www.pandora.com) are applied by a much wider range of users, and as a result the tag-cloud on the Flickr site, shown in Figure 3, represents something that is arguably more powerful than the Guardian’s blog and shows the most frequently used tags within the 250,000-strong community of Flickrites.  This seems more akin to the original definition of a folksonomy and, as we shall see, is more suggestive of its versatility.
To join Flickr, like any other social-networking site, is to become part of a community.  However, the user determines his or her position in the community by the level of engagement with others.  In other words, you choose the level of participation and the degree to which you have a presence or identity within the larger community.  So for some Flickrites, their central motivation for using the service is as a way of storing photographs on someone else’s server, and perhaps, as a result, freeing up space on a hard drive.  This, together with the facility to allow friends and family access to these images (at any time and any place) is sufficient and certainly does not necessitate the use of category-tags.  My own initial use of Flickr had all of these attributes, and the photographs I stored there were principally used as a bank of images for my own blog.  Although I understood the concept of tagging, used it, and understood its role in creating folksonomies my interest stopped there.  I was not particularly interested in establishing much of an online identity in the Flickr community.
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Figure 3: The Flickr tag cloud, showing most popular category tags

Tagging takes hold
In the summer of 2006, through my engagement in a new project which involved the creation of a virtual world, I found myself roaming the neighbourhood, armed with a small digital camera photographing walls and doorways to use as textures.  I would upload these images to my Flickr photostream and store them in a specially labelled set called ‘Pieces for a virtual world’ for use by the designers based in Finland and the USA.  Photographing a factory gate, on one particular occasion, I was rather taken by the sight of a shiny silver padlock against a strong blue background (Figure 4).  Uploading this image later that day, I decided against “dignifying the everyday” as a tag and went for the more obvious “padlock” descriptor.  Within a matter of hours I had been invited to join the padlocks group, a micro-community within Flickr that specialises in padlocks!
It’s at precisely this point that the business of category-tagging becomes a social practice of literacy in its own right (Street, 1992).  In this instance the tag becomes a gateway to what Gee (2004) describes as an affinity space. . Affinity spaces are described by Gee as being guided by purpose, interest and content. Thus the endeavour or interest around which the space is organized is for Gee, the primary affinity; it is less about interpersonal relationships more about the exchange of information itself.  Having accepted the invitation, I now had taken on a temporary identity as someone interested in padlocks – not a piece of information I was particularly keen on sharing with friends – but nevertheless this was a new kind of engagement.
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Figure 4: The original padlock image with category-tags
This engagement with the padlocks group alerted me to an aspect of the urban environment that I had not previously noticed.  I began to look and think about the ways in which we are locked in and locked out of certain spaces. In short, I began looking at my environment in a new way.  As I posted my pictures, I also became aware of the different makes, sizes and ages of the locks, their serial numbers and so on.  The process of categorisation led to the accumulation of new information - and I was in danger of becoming an ‘anorak’ – a ‘padlock anorak’ (this is a term of derision often used in the UK to describe someone who becomes obsessively interested in trivial information).  In some ways, the internet is an anorak’s playground and category-tagging, the up and coming game for anoraks.  But, of course, the collection of information, the sense-making, the organisation of information through categorisation and the trading of detail and knowledge describe some of the essential processes of human intelligence.
Substitute the attentive noticing of padlocks for looking at squares and circles and you have a familiar item in an early years mathematics curriculum; categorise lifeforms into vertebrates and invertebrates and you have a fundamental building block for the natural sciences.  In this way, I want to argue that category-tagging and building folksonomies has an important role to play in illustrating knowledge-building practices between dispersed individuals and also shows how a new form of digital literacy has educational implications.

Modelling the process
One of the fundamental features of the example of category-tagging I have just given is the way in which it is socially located.  After all Flickr is described as a social-networking site.  As I have shown, the degree to which the user invests time in networking is nothing but variable.  However, it is only through social participation that one becomes part of a group.  If the sharing of interests through the pictures we take comes close to a kind of learning (and maybe there are some situations in which this is more central than others), it quite clearly constitutes socially-situated learning (Wenger,1998) – despite the fact that face-to-face contact between participants is unnecessary and probably quite rare.

Another feature that seems important here, is the use of literacy – that is literacy in the sense of ‘lettered representation’. This is interesting, because Flickr is driven by the visual image.  But words are more useful when it comes to categorisation, and of course they are more specific for interactive purposes, such as when one Flickrite wishes to invite another to join a specific group.  We might envision a world in which icons could fulfil these 2 functions, but I argue here that the affordances of literacy make it a powerful tool for organisation and interaction and actually, when we view Flickr as a whole, provides the mechanism for the sifting and flow of visual images.
In Figure 5, I have attempted to model the process of what happens when we start category-tagging in the ways described above.  In the first part of the cycle I distinguish between the everyday sense in which we see the world and what I have referred to as attentive noticing.  Seeing can transform into this attentive noticing when we begin to label things in our environment.  This act of labelling is normally linguistic.  It could be oral, but of course in the padlocks example the tag originates in written form.  To suggest that the simple act of attentive noticing leads automatically to knowing is of course over-simplifying complex issues.  It might be better to cautiously suggest that attentive noticing sets up the conditions for knowing.  More importantly though, I wanted to argue that this cycle of events begins to transform our seeing into informed seeing, as we begin to look more closely.  In my case this was beginning to distinguish between the Abus and the Yale, an essential right of passage for a padlock anorak.
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Figure 5: Attentive noticing and the role of category-tagging
A final and important element in this process, hinges on motivation and purpose.  It seems to me that the amount of energy and resource that one is prepared to invest in a particular act of knowledge-building will determine the level of social participation, and the learning that takes place.  In short, the degree to which one identitifies with the affinity space. 
This is not dissimilar to Gee’s (2003; 2004) theory of identity, based on his experience of videogaming.  Gee outlines three aspects of identity.  He suggests that a game-player creates a ‘virtual identity’, a character with certain attributes and particular ways of acting, which interact with the player’s ‘real-world identity’.  A third aspect comes into play with the ‘projective identity’ that is developed through playing the character and is constituted by a dynamic interaction between the first two identities and the possibilities and constraints of the game design (Gee 2004, pp112-113).  Gee (2003) carefully illustrates how these same aspects play out in the everyday setting of the science classroom as students (perhaps we should say ideal-type students) learn to act out an identity of ‘scientist’. In my example, the ‘virtual identity’ corresponds to my affiliation to the padlocks group and my subsequent attentive noticing of padlocks in my everyday environment shows a temporary adoption of a ‘projective identity’.  However, in my case, the area of interest remains relatively weak and could be seen in Wenger’s (1998) typology as a ‘peripheral trajectory’. I must say at this point, that I am not a particularly active member of the Padlocks group, and my initial enthusiasm has not been sustained.
Discussion

This exploration of online social participation through category-tagging has charted my own process of coming to understand some of the characteristics of new social networks and how they can influence one’s engagement with the world.  Whilst it would be over-ambitious to claim that this description of knowledge-building and the model of ‘attentive noticing’ that is proposed can be generalised to all tagging activity, there are some important themes which relate to discussions about new literacies (Lankshear and Knobel, 2003) and have implications for the ways in which we might develop learning in educational environments.

Social networking sites provide a context for affinity and facilitate the development of ad hoc and purpose or interest-driven groups in which self-directed learning can take place.  This not only provides us with a model for structuring learning communities but also gives a powerful justification for using or modifying existing software for explicit educational purposes.  Popular networking sites provide opportunities for geographically dispersed groups and individuals to communicate, exchange information and develop ideas.  They also thicken existing social ties, by offering new opportunities and channels of communication to those who already known to each other (such as family and friends).  Furthermore they are places for rehearsing ideas, making new connections, and new meanings. As such, category-tagging and the creation of folksonomies are a powerful iteration of new literacies, and enable us to do things in new ways.

Although the example of social networking used here took place around visual images (in the Flickr community), like most of the environments made possible through new technology, the possibilities of multimedia are ever present.  What Flickr (Beebo or Ringo) does for the visual image, Pandora does for music.  But interestingly, whatever the medium, or the type of object that is being shared and categorised, the primary mode of interaction and categorisation is the written word.  Here, it seems to me, that literacy as ‘lettered representation’ (Kress, 2003) remains important in these new online practices.  
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�  I use the word ‘object’ here to describe ideas, artefacts, music or image.





