
Schools and Web 2.0: £ 
critical perspective 
NEIL SELWYN Y ANASTASIA GOUSETI 
London Knowledge Lab 
Instituto de la Educación 
Universidad de Londres, Reino Unido 

Resumen: 
Este artículo ofrece una visión general de las 
implicaciones educativas de las tecnologías 
web 2.0 en las escuelas, sosteniendo que 
las representaciones actuales del uso de 
web 2.0 duplican una vieja tendencia en la 
educación de reacciones exageradas e ide
ológicamente lanzadas hacia la tecnología. 
El artículo concluye argumentando a favor 
de la necesidad de retener una perspectiva 
prudente, que no crítica, de las escuelas y 
web 2.0 ,buscando encontrar maneras de 
usar las tecnologías web 2.0 para trabajar 
con las escuelas, más que trabajar contra 
ellas. 
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Abstract: 
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cational implications of web 2.0 tech¬
nologies for schools - arguing that current 
portrayals of web 2.0 use replicate a long-
standing tendency in education for exag-
gerated and ideologically driven reactions 
to technology. The article concludes by 
arguing for the need to retain a cautious, 
if not critical, perspective on schools and 
web 2.0 - seeking to find ways of using 
web 2.0 technologies to work with schools, 
rather than against them. 
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Introduction 

The future of schools and school ing constitutes one of the major áreas of 
current educat ion debate - especial ly in light of the increasing importan-
ce of digital technologies in contemporary society. Whi ls t having undo-
ubted educat ional potential, digital technologies mark a signif icant área 
of uncertainty as schools progress into the second decade of the twenty-
first century. These uncertainties are encapsulated in current debates over 
the place of so-cal led 'web 2.0 ' technologies in educat ion. This article 
offers an overview of the educat ional impl icat ions of web 2.0 technolo
gies for schools - arguing that current portrayals of web 2.0 use replicate 
a long-standing tendency in educat ion for exaggerated and ideological ly 
driven reactions to technology. The article concludes by arguing for the 
need to retain a cautious, if not cr i t ical, perspective on schools and web 
2.0 - seeking to find ways of using web 2.0 technologies to work with 
schools, rather than against them. 

What is web 2.0 and why is it important? 

Alongside other tags such as the 'social web ' , 'modern w e b ' and 'social 
software', the notion of 'web 2 .0 ' provides a convenient portmanteau 
term for a host of recent internet tools and practices ranging from social 
networking and blogging to ' fo lksonomies ' and 'mash-ups' . Whi ls t many 
computer scientists dispute the technical necessity of such rebranding 
of the internet, these labels reflect the changing nature of contemporary 
onl ine activity - in particular what is described as a 'mass soc ia l iza t ion ' 
of internet connectivi ty based around the col lect ive actions of onl ine 
user communi t ies rather than individual users (see O 'Re i l l y 2005 , Shirky 
2008, Brusilovsky 2008). Thus in contrast to the 'broadcast ' mode of 
information exchange that characterized internet use in the 1990s, the 
web appl icat ions of the 2000s are seen to rely on openly shared digital 
content that is authored, cri t iqued and re-conf¡gured by a mass of users 

- what has been described as 'many-to-many' connect iv i ty as opposed to 
'one-to-many' transmission. Put simply, the current prominence of 'web 
2.0 ' wi th in popular and academic discussion of the internet reflects the 
growing importance that is being placed on interaction between and 
within groups of internet users. 
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This privi leging of participatory and col laborat ive group activity has 
clear parallels with contemporary understandings of learning and educa
t ion, and it is perhaps unsurprising that web 2.0 has prompted great en-
thusiasm of late amongst educators and educationalists (see Davies and 
Merchant 2009). In particular, it has been argued that web 2.0 practices 
have a strong affinity wi th socio-cultural accounts of 'authentic ' learning 
where knowledge is constructed actively by learners with the support 
of communa l social settings. A great deal of attention has been paid 
to the personalised and socia l ly situated forms of learning (intended or 
otherwise) that can be found within web 2.0 practices, with learners said 
to gain from participatory experiences in the co-construct ion of onl ine 
knowledge (e.g. Lamerás et al. 2009). Thus, web 2.0 has now come to 
embody the long-held belief amongst educat ion technologists that learn
ing best takes place wi th in technology-supported networks of learners 
involved in the creation as wel l as consumpt ion of content. For these 
reasons alone, web 2.0 is now being touted in some quarters as "the 
future of educat ion" (Hargadon 2008). 

As this last sentiment illustrates, growing numbers of educat ional 
commentators are promoting the educat ional potential of web 2.0 tech
nologies in defiantly transformatory terms. Aside from the cognit ive and 
pedagogical benefits of social web use, it is now being argued wide-
ly that web 2.0 tools offer schools an opportunity to (re)connect with 
otherwise disaffected and disengaged learners. For example, as Mason 
and Rennie (2007, p.199) reason, "shared communi ty spaces and inter-
group Communicat ions are a massive part of what excites young people 
and therefore should contribute to [their] persistence and motivation to 
learn". These expectations of enhanced motivation and interest are often 
accompan ied by presumptions of an enhanced equality of opportunity, 
with much popular and academic commentary celebrating (at least im-
plicitly) the capaci ty of web 2.0 practices to recast the social arrange-
ments and relations of school-based learning along open and democrat-
ic lines. As So lomon and Schrum (2007, p.8) conc lude, "everyone can 
participate thanks to social networking and col laborat ive tools and the 
abundance of web 2.0 sites ... The web is no longer a one-way street 
where someone controls the content. Anyone can control content in a 
web 2.0 wor ld " . 
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The realities of web 2.0 use in schools 

Whi ls t much hope and excitement surrounds the educat ional potentials 
of web 2.0 tools and appl icat ions, many educat ion technologists remain 
profoundly frustrated by the apparent lack of effective web 2.0 use in 
schools. In particular, a consistent picture is emerging from the empir ical 
literature of a noticeable disjuncture between the rhetoric of mass socia-
lisation and active communi ty- led learning and the rather more indivi-
dual ised and passive realities of web 2.0 use in schools. Concerns are 
therefore beginning to be raised that web 2.0 technologies do not appear 
to be used to their fu11 potential even in relatively wel l - resourced, 'h igh-
technology' classrooms. 

This 'digital d isconnect ' between the rhetoric and reality of web 2.0 
use in schools was demonstrated in a recent U K study that deliberately 
targeted schools that were known to make extensive use of web 2.0 
technologies in their teaching and learning (Luckin et a l . 2009). These 
researchers found most students to be making some use of web 2.0 tech
nologies, with the most prominent activities in the classroom being so
cial networking sites, weblogs, wik is, discussion forums and onl ine chat 
and uploading and down load ing of onl ine material. Whi ls t the study was 
able to identify some examples of engaging and educat ional ly worth-
whi le web 2.0 approaches, a range of impediments to effective use were 
identif ied. For example, the study found that teachers were generally 
cautious in adopting col laborative and communa l web 2.0 practices that 
many felt cou ld chal lenge traditional school structures. More importantly, 
a number of practical barriers relating to technological access, infrastruc-
ture and bandwidth cont inued to impede web 2.0 use even in the more 
wel l - resourced schools. The study also underl ined that the educat ional 
use of web 2.0 tools largely depended on the rigidity or f lexibil i ty of the 
school curr icu lum. Add i t iona l l y teacher fears related to internet safety 
and school pol icy constraints such as school internet restrictions and fire-
wal ls, were reported to often impose barriers for the adoption of web 2.0 
practices. The study also drew attention to the fact that 'learners spend, 
on average, more time work ing on school work on a computer outside 
school than at school itself' (Luckin et al, 2009). 

Whi ls t institutional factors undoubtedly inf luence the varying levels of 
web 2.0 is schools, Luckin's study was also significant in highlighting the 
rather narrow nature of web 2.0 use in schoo l . The study reported that for 
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most students web 2.0 appl icat ions appeared to be used to engage with 
learning content and other learners in a number of bounded and pas-
sive ways, rather than support ing unconstrained active interaction with 
information and knowledge. As Luckin et al. (2009) conc luded, even in 
schools with high levels of web 2.0 use in the classroom there was "lit-
tle evidence of crit ical enquiry or analyt ical awareness, few examples of 
col laborat ive knowledge construct ion, and little publ icat ion or publ ish-
ing outside of social networking sites". At best, many students' engage-
ment can be said to lead to what Crook (2008) terms a ' l ow bandwidth 
exchange' of information and knowledge, with any potential for social ly-
situated authentic learning realised more accurately in terms of co-oper-
ation rather than col laborat ion between individuals. This, of course, con -
tradicts the rhetoric of 'the web 2.0 ethos of establishing and sustaining 
col laborat ive learning communi t ies ' (Crook and Harr ison, 2008, p.1 9). 

Whi ls t the Luckin study used a largely quantitative approach to map-
ping web 2.0 use across twenty-seven different schools the unsatisfactory 
use of web 2.0 tools in school settings is also reflected in the emerging 
qualitative research literature on the nature of students' use of these tools 
in the c lassroom. Aga in , these in-depth observational studies also sug-
gest that web 2.0 practices do not translate easily into many classroom 
contexts. For instance, recent qualitative studies have i11ustrated how 
fostering a spirit of 'commons-based peer product ion ' wi thin a c o m m u -
nity of web 2.0 users is especial ly difficult in formal educat ion settings. 
Grant's (2009) case study approach to the use of w ik i technologies by 
thirteen and fourteen year-old science and technology students offers 
some revealing insights into the clash between the communi tar ian ideals 
of many educat ion technology designers, and the rather more ' c losed ' 
approaches towards technology-based learning wh ich are fostered in 
learners from what Grant (2009) terms their "exper ience of the broad-
er economy of educat ion and school pract ices". Similarly, Lund and 
Sm0rdal (2005) study of col laborative wik i construction in Norwegian 
secondary schools showed how learners preferred to créate new entries 
indefinitely at the expense of edit ing and improving their own or their 
classmates' contributions. Students were observed to "not immediately 
embrace any notion of col lect ive ownership or epistemology but cont in-
ued a practice where the institutionally cultivated individual ownership 
persisted" (Lund and Sm0rdal , 2005 , p.41). 

These findings are replicated in other studies of different web 2.0 tools. 
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For example, Knobel and Lankshear's (2006, p.88) study of blogs used 
in the classroom revealed a lack of creativity and idea development in 
terms of the students' wri t ing process, coupled with a subsequent lack 
of supportive feedback and commentary for other members of the group. 
The overall conc lus ion drawn from the study was what the authors 
termed as a 'why bother' attitude amongst students and teachers al ike. 
These reactions are, perhaps, unsurprising as learners' participation in 
school-based learning activities (by their very nature) are coerced rather 
than chosen. Thus, as Kate Orton-Johnson reasons, the communicat ive 
and communa l activities most readily associated with web 2.0 technolo
gies are often, in effect, only 'secondary activit ies' wh ich contribute lit-
tle to the ' real ' practices of academic study wh ich remain "grounded in 
traditional offline activities; reading, note taking and the product ion of 
assessed work" (Orton-Johnson 2007, para 11.2). 

Popular solutions for overcoming the 'problem' 
of schools in a web 2.0 world 

It is clear that as they currently stand, web 2.0 technologies do not 'fit' easily 
with schools, increasing numbers of educationalists have therefore started 
to search for reasons that may underpin the apparent 'failure' of web 2.0 
technologies in schools. As is often the case with debates over the 'short-
comings' of public education, 'b lame' has tended to be most readily attri-
buted to the perceived deficiencies of educational institutions and practitio-
ners. In particular, the last five years have seen a consensus forming amongst 
educational technologists that the structure of contemporary schools and 
schooling is responsible primarily for 'emasculating' the potential of web 
2.0 technology (Somekh 2007). In particular, schools' continued reliance on 
broadcast pedagogies of various kinds, structured hierarchical relationships 
and formal systems of regulation is seen to leave them 'poorly placed to 
deal we l l ' with the challenges posed by web 2.0 technologies (Bigum and 
Rowan 2008, p.250). As Luke (2003, p.398) concludes, twenty-first century 
educators are failing increasingly to "come to terms with the contradictions" 
between the complexities and fluidities of web 2.0 based learning and the 
persistence of a model of schooling "based on static print/book culture and 
competitive individualism where learning is geographically tied to a desk ... 
and old-style transmission and surveillance pedagogy". 
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In fact, many practice-based reasons are beginning to be put forward 
for the poor showing of web 2.0 in schools. For instance, school bu i ld-
ings are crit icised as being architecturally unsuitable for widespread net-
worked and wireless technology use. Teachers are crit icised as being too 
o ld, incompetent or disinterested to intégrate web 2.0 appl icat ions into 
their teaching. Students are said to lack the skil ls or appl icat ion to make 
the most of educat ional (rather than leisure) appl icat ions of web 2.0 ap
pl icat ions and tools. School leaders and administrators crit icised as lack-
ing the required direction or foresight to adopt col lect ive and communa l 
approaches into their school organisation and management. School cur
r icula are crit icised as remaining too rigid and entrenched in top-down 
paradigms of information transfer. A l l told, the emerging received wis-
dom amongst many educationalists and technologists is that schools and 
those within them lack what it takes "to go with the technological f low" 
(Dale et al. 2004). 

A l l of these factors therefore underpin a growing sense in the minds 
of many proponents of web 2.0 use in educat ion that schools are s im-
ply unable to deal with the challenges posed by web 2.0 technologies 
for a number of intractable structural reasons. As the sociologist Manue l 
Castells was led to conc lude recently, "educat ion is the most conserva-
tive system as to changing anything since the M i d d l e Ages [...] the rules, 
the format, the organisation of the schools are completely different in 
terms of interactivity and hypertextuality" (Castells 2008, n.p). Wi th 
these thoughts in mind, much of the current debate concern ing web 2.0 
and schools is now beginning to focus on how best to re-structure the 
school to fit with the demands and needs of the technology use. These 
solutions for change tend to take one of two forms - either the complete 
replacement of the school through web 2.0 technologies and practices, 
or else the reinvention of the school through the use of web 2.0 tools and 
practices. 

i) Replacing the school with web 2.0 technologies 

In the minds of some commentators the seriousness of the 'school pro
b lem ' leaves them with no cho ice but to renounce the school as a v iable 
site for learning. Grow ing number of educationalists are conc lud ing that 
the school is a ' dead ' site for technology use and wi l l never be able to 
adapt sufficiently to the chal lenge and disruption of the emerging forms 
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of web 2.0 (and even web 3.0) technologies. In this sense the school is 
conceived as an outmoded technology from a past industrial age that 
should be dismant led. The educat ion technology academic literature, at 
least, is increasingly featuring the promotion of reasoned arguments that 
all of the structural impediments and challenges to technology (i.e. the 
school) must be removed in order to fácil itate the realisation of the digital 
transformation of educat ion. 

Indeed, powerful arguments have long been advanced that chi ldren 
are better off learning amongst themselves through web 2.0 and other 
internet technologies - gaining an educat ion through the 'hard fun ' of 
creating and playing in onl ine environments rather than being subject-
ed to the ' teaching d isabled ' pedagogies of the convent ional classroom 
(Negroponte 1995, Shaffer 2008). N o w web 2.0 technologies are seen 
to provide a ready basis for young people's c i rcumvent ion of the tradi-
tional structures of their schools and generally " f inding something on
line that schools are not providing them" as Henry Jenkins (2004, n.p) 
has put it. For example, web 2.0 tools such as wik is, social networking 
and fo lksonomy software are seen to be able to change educat ion away 
from being 'a special activity that takes place in special places at special 
times, in wh ich chi ldren are instructed in subjects for reasons they little 
understand' (Leadbeater 2008a, p.149). As N ico le Johnson conc luded 
from her study of 'expert' web 2.0 users in Austral ian secondary schools, 
home-based web 2.0 technologies are a l lowing students to learn despite 
(rather than because) their schools: 

"The [students] were able to choose what they learned and when they 
learned. They v iewed the médium in wh ich they did it as a form of lei-
sure. They were also able to choose who and what they learned from 

- not just what has been set up as exclusive and privi leged. They were 
able to both learn and receive pleasure from their engagement and not 
have to be concerned about the hierarchisation and failure in relation 
to how traditional school ing determines competence. They were in fact 
designing and engaging in their own learning. The teenage experts did 
not gain a signif icant amount of learning in the área of comput ing from 
formal educat ion and traditional school ing [....] what is signif icant is that 
these participante accompl ished (in their own eyes) a level of expertise 
that school ing had not been chiefly responsible for. Indeed, all of the par-
ticipants al leged that school ing had had little inf luence in their trajectory 
toward expertise" (Johnson 2009, p.70). 
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As Johnson infers, web 2.0 tools are seen as having the capaci ty to 
make learning a ' looser ' arrangement for the individual student - involv-
ing a variety of people and places throughout a communi ty for a variety 
of reasons. In this respect, much faith continúes to be vested in twenty-
first century web 2.0 technologies as a catalyst for the total substitution 
of twentieth century modes of teaching, learning and school ing. 

There is a distinct ground swel l of support wi thin the educat ion tech
nology communi ty for non-school based technology enhanced learning. 
From James Gee's cont inual celebration of the learning potential of com¬
puter games through to Futurelab's 'out-space' agenda, some influential 
elements of the educat ion technology communi ty appear keen to hasten 
the decl ine of the school as the primary site of learning. Indeed a spirit 
of using digital technologies to bypass traditional educat ion institutions 
is evident in onl ine services such as the School of Everything - a popular 
web space in the U K designed to put teachers in contact with learners 
and therefore a iming to be "an eBay for stuff that does not get taught in 
schoo l " (Leadbeater 2008b). Similarly, NotSchool.Net is a wel l estab-
lished and off icial ly endorsed onl ine platform wh ich aims to re-engage 
U K teenagers otherwise excluded from the formal educat ion system with 
learning and the pursuit of qual i f icat ions. Yet rather than being cursory 
addit ions to traditional school ing, these examples and others like them 
are seen to mark the first steps in a radical rethinking and reorganisation 
of existing structures and organisation of educat ion provis ion. As Lead
beater (2008b, p.26) reasons, the imperative of web 2.0 based educat ion 
provision .... 

" . . . requireLs] us to see learning as something more like a computer 
game, something that is done peer-to-peer, without a traditional teacher 
... W e are just at the start of explor ing how we can be organised wi th
out the hierarchy of top-down organisations. There wi l l be many false 
turns and failures. But there is also huge potential to créate new stores 
of knowledge to the benefit of a l l , innovate more effectively, strengthen 
democracy and give more people the opportunity to make the most of 
their creativity". 

ii) Reinventing the school through web 2.0 technologies 

Whi ls t these ' replacement discourses' are growing in popularity, support 
remains amongst many educationalists and some technologies for the 
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use of web 2.0 tools as a means to re-configure and re-invent the school 
- retaining the overall notion of the school as an institution, but a long 
more fluid and f lexible lines of 'school 2 .0 ' (e.g. W a n g and Chern 2008). 
Such ' reschool ing ' arguments are advanced most common ly via propo-
sals for the development of digital ly al igned modes of school ing that are 
built around the active communa l creation of knowledge (rather than 
passive individual consumption), and imbued with a sense of play, ex-
pression, reflection and explorat ion. These imperatives to change and 
reinvent have been expressed most ful ly in terms of curr icu lum and pe-
dagogy, as ev idenced in the variety of recent proposals from education 
commentators and stakeholders for 'pedagogical mash-ups', ' remix cu 
rr icula ' and pedagogies of social interaction (e.g. Fisher and Baird 2009, 
Code and Zaparyniuk 2009). 

A l l of these curr icular reconfigurations are predicated upon the notion 
that web 2.0 technologies are leading to different types of information 
and knowledge product ion that is based around fast-changing, non-tex
tual forms that require new forms of more crit ical and reflexive informa
tion skil ls and literacies (Buschman 2009). In this sense the argument 
is increasingly being made that it no longer makes sense to retain 'pre-
digi tal ' models of curr icular organization focused on rigidly hierarchic 
organisation of static content under the control of the teacher. Instead, 
questions are now being asked in relation to how best to develop web 
2.0 inspired curr icula that can be negotiated rather than prescribed, that 
are driven by learner needs and based on providing learners with skil ls 
in managing and accessing knowledge and being in control of their own 
learning pathways and choices (Facer and Green 2007). Thus growing 
numbers of authors are now discussing the l ikely nature and form of 'cur
r iculum 2.0 ' - what Edson (2007) terms as 'user-driven educat ion ' a l low-
ing learners to take an active role in what they learn as wel l as how and 
when they learn it. O f course, this 'p ick and mix approach ' to curr icular 
content and form are also seen to present a fundamental chal lenge to the 
professional roles and cultures of educators (Swain 2009). As M c L o u g h -
lin and Lee (2008, p.647) conc lude, all of these proposals therefore cen
tre on the need for educators to also change their practices and expand 
their vision of pedagogy, "where learners are active participants or co -
producers of knowledge rather than passive consumers of content and 
learning is seen as a participatory, social process support ing personal life 
goals and needs". 
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Al l of these arguments reflect a growing belief that technology-based 
practices of col laborat ion, publ icat ion and inquiry should be foreground-
ed wi th in schools ' approaches to teaching and learning. The mass co l lab
oration seen to be at the heart of web 2.0 appl icat ions has been touted 
by some commentators as having the potential to 'change everything' -
even a l lowing students to rewrite and edit ing school textbooks (Tapscott 
and Wi l l i ams 2008). For instance, cal ls cont inué to be made for the re-
bui ld ing of schools to fit wi th the needs and demands of modern technol
ogy. From cont inuing cal ls for a ' recombinant architecture' to proposals 
for the re-design of the school environment into 'col laborat ion-fr iendly ' 
' real ly cool spaces' (e.g. Dittoe 2006), the notion of redesigning and re-
bui ld ing the physical environment of the school cont inué to gain popu-
larity. Underp inn ing many of these suggestions is the belief that chi ldren 
should be given more control of their interactions with information and 
knowledge. For instance, Charles Leadbeater (2008a, p.147) suggests a 
reorientation of the school to make learning 'a more peer-to-peer activ-
ity ... see[ing] chi ldren as part of the school 's productive resources, not 
just as its consumers' . Similarly, Ma rc Prensky (2008) argües for a "new 
pedagogy of kids teaching themselves with the teacher's gu idance" . This 
sense of a l lowing young people opportunit ies to inf luence the direction 
of institutional change is reflected in Dona ld Tapscott's (1999) advice 
to "give students the tools, and they wi l l be the single most important 
source of guidance on how to make their schools relevant and effective 
places to learn" (p.11). Whi ls t none of these authors are suggesting the 
complete abol ishment of schoo l , they are point ing towards a substantial 
alteration and refocusing of what schools are and what they do. 

Towards a more reasoned response to web 2.0 and schools 

At first glance, many of these responses and arguments appear perfectly 
wel l reasoned and sensible. There is an undoubted need to reconci le 
school ing with the challenges of digital technologies and it makes sense 
to sketch out ideas for how systems of school ing that have not funda-
mentally changed since the beginning of the twentieth century can be 
brought up to date with twenty-first century life. Yet whi lst compel l ing , 
there are a number of inconsistencies to these current debates surroun-
ding schools and web 2.0 that merit further scrutiny and chal lenging. In 
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particular it should be observed that current discussions of web 2.0 and 
schools repeat a long-standing tendency in educat ion for exaggerated 
and extreme reactions to technology - reflecting an impl ic i t ' technology-
first' way of thinking where web 2.0 technologies are imbued with a ran-
ge of inherent qualit ies that are then seen to ' impact ' (for better or worse) 
on learners, teachers and schools in ways that are consistent regardless of 
c ircumstance or context. In this way, current debates over web 2.0 and 
schools are perpetuating a long lineage in educat ional thinking about 
technology based around crude but compel l ing ' technological ly deter-
minist' perspective that "socia l progress is driven by technological inno-
vation, wh ich in turn fol lows an ' inevi table ' course" (Smith 1994, p.38) 

O n e of the key weaknesses of a technological ly determinist reading 
of schools and web 2.0 is the tendency to approach technology-based 
processes as a closed 'b lack box ' . As such it is important to recognise 
the ideological underpinnings of the current web 2.0 drive in educat ion. 
Indeed, it should be clear from the brief examples in this article, that 
the current discussions over web 2.0 and schools reflect a number of 
ongoing debates about educat ion and society that are highly ideologi
cal in nature. As such, the forms of web 2.0 based changes being pro-
posed from with in the educat ion technology communi ty are not merely 
benign technical readjustments to school ing. Whether they realise it or 
not, these proposals are highly pol i t ical in nature. As Henri Lefebvre 
observed, projecting the future of technology and society is always a 
profoundly pol i t ical project "that presents itself as objective meaning?" 
(Lefebvre 1981, p.149). 

For example, much of the current debates about web 2.0 and the 
reinvention of schools (what can be recognised as a set of arguments 
concern ing the re-schooling of society), posit ion web 2.0 technologies as 
a ' technical f ix' for addressing wider concerns about schools and schoo l 
ing. Over the last forty years at least, schools have been seen by many 
commentators as a cause for concern rather than celebrat ion, with ac-
counts persisting in many developed countries of school systems some-
how ' fa i l ing' to perform as wel l they should . For many pol icymakers and 
other commentators, the under-performance of schools has led to what 
Stephen Gorard has termed a prevai l ing 'crisis account ' of school ing 
where educat ional opportunit ies are seen to be increasingly polar ized, 
and schools are characterized by poor overall educat ional standards. As 
Gorard (2001, p.279) describes: 
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"This crisis account is a shared perspective of a loose al l iance of re-
searchers and other commentators who apparently recall some golden 
age of school ing, when educat ional standards were generally higher, and 
social justice was greater. Since that time, divisions ... are supposed to 
have increased". 

In this sense some sections of the educat ional communi ty appear to 
be all too keen to seize upon web 2.0 technologies as offering a ready 

' technical f ix' to the problem of the fai l ing - or at least underperforming 
- schoo l . As such, many of the arguments being advanced for web 2.0 
are not driven by a deep belief about the educative power of technology, 
rather they are driven by a deep concern about the state of school ing in 
contemporary society. As such web 2.0 technologies are being used as 
a vehic le through wh ich to express a long-standing tendency in western 
societies to v iew digital technology as a ' technical f ix' for wider social 
problems. 

The ideological underpinnings of the replacement arguments surround-
ing web 2.0 are even more diverse and hidden. In particular, proposals 
for the web 2.0 replacement of the school should be seen as feeding into 
a wider anti-schooling sentiment has long been implicit in discussion of 
education and technology, often based upon a range of anti-establishment 
ideals (see Bigum and Kenway 1 998). In this sense it is evident how much 
of the current calls outl ined above for the discontinuation of school ing 
in favour of technological means advocate the comprehensive 'deschool-
ing' of society along digital lines - consciously updating the arguments of 
Ivan Illich (1971). Illich's (1971) condemnation of institutionalized learn
ing centred on a set of concerns that educational institutions inhibited - if 
not precluded - individual growth. This logic has a direct lineage with con
temporary rhetoric of digital technologies and education. As Charles Lead-
beater (2008a, p.44) reasoned recently, " in 1 971 [deschooling] must have 
sounded mad. In the era of eBay and MySpace it sounds like self-evident 
w isdom" . Indeed, the tendency of educationalists to celébrate individuals' 
self-determination of their learning via web 2.0 tools feeds into a wider 
enthusiasm shared amongst many in education for the inherent benefits of 
forms of ' informal learning' that take place outside the control of formal 
education organisations and settings (see Sefton-Green 2004). This in turn 
can be seen as part of a wider societal idealisation of the informal (Misztal 
2000), and the networked individual ism of everyday life (see Beck and 
Beck-Gernsheim 2002). 
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In one sense, these arguments stem from a cont inuat ion of the counter-
cultural, Cal i fornian 'anti-establishment' ideals that have underpinned 
much of the development of information technology since the 1 970s. As 
Dana Boyd (2007, p.17) points out, for many technologists the notions 
of 'web 2 .0 ' and 'social software' are not used merely as neutral labels, 
but also as a rallying cal l for new age of activities wh ich are made 'by 
the people, for the people ' rather than centred around off icial, institu-
tional interests. Yet whilst the intentions of many technologists may wel l 
be rooted in such relatively benign sensibil i t ies, it is noticeable that the 
spirit of these arguments is now being used to support a removal of the 
state from the provision of publ ic educat ion by a range of more neo-
conservative and neo-l iberal interests (see Kovacs 2007, App le 2004). For 
example, it is noticeable how new internet technologies are beginning 
to be enrol led into recent neo-l iberal arguments for the 'end of schoo l ' 
and realising the 'dream of educat ion without the state' (Tooley 2006). 
Here technology is valorised as an ideal vehic le for the establishment of 

" a genuine market in educat ion, where there was no state intervention of 
any kind, in funding, provision or regulation" (Tooley 2006, p.26). For 
example, Tooley (2006, p.22) talks of "the technological capabi l i ty to 
a l low inspir ing teachers to reach mi l l ions of young people [rather than] 
forc[ing] all teachers into an egalitarian straight-jacket". 

From this perspective, many of the arguments for the web 2.0 replace
ment of schools cou ld be said to feed into the wider libertarian discours-
es that have long pervaded societal and pol i t ical discussion of digital 
technology - what writers such as Langdon Winne r (1 997) have termed 
'cyber- l ibertar ianism'. Here the power of technology and the power of 
the individual - what Kelemen and Smith (2001, p.371) term 'two ideas 
wh ich lie at the heart of modern c iv i l isat ion ' - converge into an argu-
ment for the creation of new forms of action and organisation that do not 
require the appropriat ion of traditional space or structures. In this sense 
digital technology is posit ioned as nothing less than "a moral enterprise 
set to rescue the wo r l d " (Kelemen and Smith 2001 , p.370), underpinned 
by an ideological faith in the power of radical indiv idual ism, market 
forces and pursuit of rational self-interest (Winner 1 997). A l l of these sen-
timents seem a wor ld away from the hopes of more social and communa l 
forms of learning outl ined at the beginning of this article. 
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Conclusion - Towards a more critical 
understanding of web 2.0 and schools 

Any reader of this article should now be clear about the pol i t ical nature 
and the pol i t ical importance of schools and web 2.0 technology. Deba
tes about schools and web 2.0 are not s imply about matters of internet 
bandwidth or the pedagogic affordances of wik is . They are also debates 
about questions of benefit and power, equality and empowerment, struc-
ture and agency and social justice. From this brief discussion alone, it is 
clear that web 2.0 is being used as a ready site for rehearsing many of 
the wider debates, controversies and tensions about the future of schools 
and school ing in the twenty-first century. As M ichae l App le (2002, p.442) 
also reasoned: 

"the debate about the role of the new technology in society and in 
schools is not and must not be just about the technical correctness of 
what computers can and cannot do. These may be the least important 
kinds of questions, in fact. Instead, at the very core of the debate are the 
ideological and ethical issues concern ing what schools should be about 
and whose interests they should serve". 

As with much ideological ly driven debate, current thinking about 
web 2.0 and schools therefore contains a number of si lences and gaps 
that require recognising and confronting - not least the portrayal of new 
technology as capable of enacting new arrangements and forms of edu
cat ion. For all its intuitive appeal , the widespread valorisation of infor
mal learning and the technology-empowered individual learner danger-
ously depoli t icises the act of learning (Gorman 2007), p lac ing far too 
much emphasis on the d isembodied individual learner. Such arguments 
present an overly simplist ic v iew of successful educat ion relying mere-
ly on groups of l ike-minded individuals, fai l ing to consider the wider 
soc ia l , economic , pol i t ical and cultural contexts of the societal act of 
school ing. A number of crit ical questions therefore remain unasked and 
unanswered. For example, if the state is no longer responsible for the 
provision of educat ion through school systems, then who is to assume 
responsibility? Wha t is the role of the private sector and corporate cap i -
talism in the libertarian take on web 2.0 based schooling? Wha t inequal i -
ties of access, skil ls, resourcing or know-how wi l l remain, and who wi l l 
be concerned with correcting them? 

A l l of these questions and si lences point to the dangers of educat ional 
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technologists using web 2.0 as a justif ication for giving up on the notion 
of the school with some form of pedagogic authority and responsibility. 
Instead of rejecting the entire notion of the industrial-era school as it 
currently exists, it may be more productive to set about addressing the 
'p rob lem' of schools and technology in subtler and less disruptive ways 
that work 'w i th ' the micro-pol i t ics of the school rather than against them. 
As W i l h e l m (2004, p.xii) puts it, "meet[ing] people where they are, not 
where they wou ld like them to be?". So it makes little sense - and is of lit
tle practical help - to argüe that the only way that web 2.0 technologies 
can be properly used in educat ion is by radical ly altering the schoo l . This 
leaves proponents of web 2.0 use in educat ion having to face a different 
set of issues than are currently being discussed. As Julián Sefton-Green 
(2004, p.32) concludes: 

"No th ing is going to replace the importance of schools in educat ing 
the young in our society, ñor is any other system likely to be able to play 
a role in overcoming social inequalit ies, but the formal educat ion system 
is both under attack and in development from a number of directions 
and from a number of perspectives. There seem to be two main impl ica
tions for schools and curr icu lum here. First, teachers and other educa
tors just s imply need to know a lot more about children's experiences 
and be confident to interpret and use the learning that goes on outside 
of the c lassroom. Especial ly for teachers of young chi ldren, we need 
an educat ional culture that can draw on a wider model of learning that 
that a l lowed for at present. Secondly, we need to work wi th in various 
curr icu lum locations to develop links with out-of-school learning experi
ences on offer. W e have to find a way also of overcoming the fact that 
not all chi ldren have equal access to all experiences but acknowledge 
the real diversities in children's lives to support productive curr icu lum 
development" . 
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