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This dissertation asks how the communication dimensions of technological 

literacy are understood in three informal education programs in Texas that aim to bridge 

the digital divide for female and low-income minority youth. Technological literacy is a 

prerequisite for economic, political, and cultural equality, yet different rationales for 

technological literacy highlight the economic, democratic, and social benefits for 

marginalized youth. Economically, technological literacy prepares youth to enter the 

workforce and positions the U.S. as competitive in the global market. Democratically, 

technological literacy allows citizens to participate in political discussions. Socially, 

technological literacy helps citizens make decisions in their everyday lives. Drawing 

from developmental democratic theory, I argue for an expanded definition of 

technological literacy that highlights the importance of communication and cultural 

production to democratic societies. Developmental democratic theory stresses the 

importance of individual development, including self-expression and creativity, to 

fostering democracy. I argue for an analysis of the digital divide that looks at capabilities, 
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or the freedoms individuals have to pursue their own desires. These capabilities include 

self-representation, accessing information that is relevant to one’s life, learning to 

communicate about technology, and the freedom to achieve what one values.  

My research questions are grounded not only in the processes through which 

youth engage in technological learning through their participation in these informal 

educational programs, but also how the programs’ missions and activities envision 

technological literacy. Thus, I ask how is technological literacy conceptualized in three 

informal education programs? How is technological literacy implemented in program 

activities? How do youth themselves respond to technology and technological learning? I 

investigate these research questions through participant-observation, interviews, self-

administered questionnaires, and analysis of program documents and students’ projects. I 

analyze these research questions in light of the economic, political, and social rationales 

for technological literacy.  
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

At a recent academic conference, I was asked about my areas of research. When I 

answered “the digital divide,” I was startled by the response: “oh, is that still a problem?” 

The digital divide is no longer en vogue among scholars and instead they are moving on 

to study new areas, such as social networking sites and Second Life. While these new 

online communities may provide insight about how technologies can facilitate social 

interactions, the problem of unequal access to computers and the Internet is far from 

solved. In my field research for this dissertation, I have witnessed several examples that 

show the multiple dimensions of the digital divide, especially in areas of gender, race, 

and class. For example, each day after school at the Digital Youth Center center at the 

Southeast Austin Library, sixty kids wait in line to use the center’s seven computers. 

These computers, often the only computers these kids have access to outside of school, 

have not been updated since 2000 and cannot run many current software programs and 

applications, such as Second Life. Access to technology extends beyond computer 

hardware and software to also include access to the means of production and 

representation. For example, during a videogame design workshop at the Girl Scouts, an 

African American girl asked how she could change the skin color of the main character 

of the game, who had pale white skin, showing the need to develop characters that look 

more like the girls who are being encouraged to enter into these male-dominated and 

white fields. In another example, I helped girls living in a residential treatment center 

learn how to use digital video cameras to interview each other about their lives. When 

they watched the footage of themselves projected onto a big screen, it was the first time 

that these girls became subjects, rather than objects of the foster care system where they 

had little control over how they are represented or perceived.  
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These three examples illustrate the many dimensions of the digital divide and the 

importance of technological literacy for providing citizens with the capabilities to fully 

utilize the power of information and communication technologies (ICTs).  ICTs can offer 

citizens’ increased opportunities for communication including the formation of online 

communities, facilitation of dialogue and debate about political issues, and the creation of 

content that adds diversity of perspectives to the public. However, beyond simply having 

access to computers and the Internet, citizens must also have the capabilities to use ICTs 

to achieve their full potential. These capabilities include not only the opportunity to speak 

and express oneself, but also to be heard, understood, and taken seriously.  

In this dissertation I analyze three informal education programs in Texas that aim 

to address different race, class, and gender aspects of the digital divide through providing 

youth with access to computer hardware and software and training on how to use these 

technologies in an effort to achieve technological literacy. The Girl Scouts2 is primarily 

focused on addressing gender aspects of the digital divide and aims to increase girls’ 

confidence with digital technologies through providing collaborative, hands-on training 

in all-girl settings.3 Club Chica4 addresses both race and ethnicity and gender aspects of 

the digital divide through encouraging young Latinas to challenge dominant stereotypical 
                                                
2 The program I studied is a Texas affiliation of the Girl Scouts of the U.S.A. In order to ensure 
confidentiality, I use the general name the “Girl Scouts” to refer to the case. 
3 In this dissertation, I use the term “gender” to refer to the socially constructed differences between males 
and females. These differences are socially and historically contingent, yet often “gender” refers to how 
power operates in particular societies. Gender functions on several different levels. On the individual level, 
“gender” refers to an identity category of how individuals see themselves and present themselves to the 
world, such as identifying as a girl or a boy. Structurally, institutions are patterned by gender, often 
resulting in different opportunities, expectations, and hierarchies for men/boys and women/girls within 
institutions. Finally, gender operates in the symbolic realm and can be reflected in representational images 
of manhood/boyhood and womanhood/girlhood. “Gender” refers to different ideologies based on portrayals 
of gender difference. While I recognize that both boys and girls face gendered challenges to achieving 
equality in technological literacy, my study primarily focuses on girls because of their historic under-
representation in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields.  
4 The name of the actual program has been changed to ensure confidentiality. 
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representations of Latinas in mainstream media through teaching them critical media 

literacy and production skills. The Digital Youth Center5 addresses class aspects of the 

digital divide and provides public access sites for low-income youth living in historically 

economically under-served areas of an urban region in Texas. In my analysis of these 

three programs, I highlight the communication dimensions of technological literacy, 

stressing the importance of communication and cultural production to democratic 

societies. I analyze these programs in light of the economic, democratic, and social 

frameworks of technological literacy. An economic framework stresses the importance of 

technological literacy for preparing citizens to pursue careers in the information society. 

A democratic framework emphasizes how technological literacy can enable citizens’ 

participation in political decision-making. A social framework draws attention to the 

importance of technological literacy for preparing citizens to understand how 

technologies impact their everyday lives. My approach to technological literacy draws 

from developmental democratic theory, emphasizing the importance of self-development 

to democracy. Developmental democratic theory ties together the political and social 

aspects of technological literacy by offering a more refined notion of equality, stressing 

equality of capabilities, rather than simply equality of opportunities. Additionally, I 

emphasize the communication capabilities enabled by technological literacy.  

KEY CONCEPTS AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

The three programs in this study raise questions about the importance of access to 

technology and technological literacy for democratic societies. Since the 1990s, digital 

divide policy has aimed to provide equality of opportunities for citizens. However, 

equality has been narrowly defined as having equal access to computers and the Internet. 

As several scholars of the digital divide have pointed out, physical access to technology 
                                                
5 The name of the actual case has been changed. 
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is not enough to ensure social equality (Alampay, 2006; Crede & Mansell, 1998; Gill, 

2002; Hafkin & Taggart, 2001; Shade, 1998). The digital divide encompasses a number 

of economic, political, and social dimensions that cannot be solved by simply owning a 

computer and subscribing to high-speed Internet access. As I will show, youth in my 

study had varying degrees of access to computers, yet they still faced barriers to 

achieving technological literacy, such as negative attitudes about computers, lack of role 

models and mentors, and lack of available content that appealed to their interests. In 

addition to access, citizens must also have an understanding of how to fully utilize access, 

also known as technological literacy.  

Instead of an analysis of the digital divide that emphasizes equality of 

opportunities, I argue for a more refined notion of equality that takes into consideration 

equality of capabilities. I draw on Amartya Sen’s (1992) concept of capabilities which is 

a conceptual framework that examines the freedoms individuals have to pursue their own 

potential.6 This framework looks at an individual’s well-being, both in terms of their 

physical welfare, such as their health, and in terms of their capabilities to function in 

alternative ways of their own choosing. This framework looks at the social and material 

conditions available to enable citizens’ full participation in the economic, political, and 

social activities of society. Capabilities encompass what Carol Gould (1988) calls 

“positive freedoms,” which includes “capacity for choice and its exercise, absence of 

constraining conditions, and the availability of means” (p. 40). Equality of capabilities 

requires looking at the constraining conditions, such as discrimination, illiteracy, and 

                                                
6 I use the term “potential” to refer to an individual’s capacity for growth and development. “Development” 
refers to the processes through which individuals meet their basic needs and build the competencies they 
need to contribute to their daily life. Development includes a sense of self-worth and self-esteem, a belief in 
the future, self-determination, self-efficacy, and social, emotional, cognitive, behavioral and moral 
development. For more information, see Pittman, Karen, et al. 1993. Youth Development and Resiliency 
Research. Making Connections to Substance Abuse Prevention. Washington, D.C.: Academy for 
Educational Development. 
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poverty, which create barriers to equality. Communication capabilities, such as the 

capability to participate in self-representation and to access relevant information to 

positively impact social development, are especially important for achieving equality.  

Technological literacy can enable communication capabilities. Technological 

literacy, defined as the ability to use, analyze, examine, understand, and seek out 

appropriate technologies to achieve one’s aims, is an important prerequisite for equality. 

Technological literacy refers to a critical approach to understanding and using technology 

and emphasizes adaptability, fluency, and an awareness of the role of technology in 

society. In this dissertation, I draw on the National Academy of Engineering’s (NAE) 

definition of “technology.” The NAE defines technology as comprising “the entire 

system of people and organizations, knowledge, processes, and devices that go into 

creating and operating technological artifacts, as well as the artifacts themselves.” 

(Pearson & Young, 2002, p. 13). I focus my inquiry specifically on information and 

communication technologies (ICTs).  

Technological literacy incorporates the goals of critical literacy. Critical literacy 

not only refers to analyzing and evaluating print, aural, and visual forms of 

communication, but also the ability to produce forms of communication (Buckingham, 

2003; Considine, 2002; Hobbs, 2006). Developing a critical literacy is especially 

important for marginalized groups whose perspectives are often left out of the public 

sphere. As Steven Goodman (2003) writes, “a critical literacy empowers low-income, 

urban teenagers to understand how they can use electronic and print technologies 

themselves to document and publicly voice their ideas regarding the most important 

issues in their lives” (p. 3). Different social groups have different access to literacy, 

which is often reflective of broader social inequalities (Buckingham, 2003; Luke, 2000; 

Street, 1984). As David Buckingham (2003) writes, “literacy is about the production of 
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symbolic meanings, which in turn embody and enact particular relationships of power” 

(p. 39). Relationships of power are implicated in how access to technology and 

technological literacy restricts certain groups. For example, the under-representation of 

women in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields reflects 

broader social inequalities, including discrimination in the classroom and girls’ negative 

attitudes about technology which stem from cultural factors including a pervasive 

masculine culture of computing and lack of available content that reflects girls’ interests 

(American Association of University Women, 2000).  

While technological literacy may be a prerequisite for equality, there is much 

variation and interpretation of what is meant by technological literacy. Educational 

reform policy tends to highlight economic rationale for technological literacy, 

emphasizing the importance of technological literacy for creating a prepared workforce 

and global competitiveness. Other policy rationales highlight the democratic dimensions 

of technological literacy, emphasizing how digital technologies can facilitate democratic 

goals, such as providing citizens with necessary information to participate in the public 

sphere. A third rationale, primarily advocated amongst the academic community, 

highlights the related importance of technological literacy for individual and social 

development, stressing that competency with technologies leads to a more informed and 

enlightened citizenry. 

Each of these rationales emphasizes communication dimensions of technological 

literacy, reflected in national standards. The economic rationale stresses the importance 

of communication for increased productivity in the workplace. The democratic rationale 

stresses the importance of communication to the political process. The social rationale 

highlights the importance of learning how to communicate about technology as a way for 

citizens to achieve autonomy in everyday life. National standards of technological 
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literacy emphasize the importance of self-expression, collaboration, and critical literacy 

for helping citizens to participate in economic, political, and social life. However, I argue 

that these standards can be expanded to also include the communication capabilities 

citizens need to help them achieve their own potential. These capabilities include access 

to relevant information to positively impact individual development, the ability to 

participate in one’s own self-representation and form communities of interest, and the 

ability to communicate about technology to engage in activities that affect one’s life. 

My approach to technological literacy emphasizes the role of communication and 

participation to democratic societies. As political theorists such as Jürgen Habermas 

(1989) and John Dewey (1932) write, communication is a central element in encouraging 

political participation, enacting citizenship, and fostering democracy. The interactive 

nature of communication is vital for encouraging citizens to relate with each other, 

engage in dialogue, contribute their diverse ideas and perspectives, and form public 

opinions. Self-expression and creativity are important for allowing individuals to develop 

to their full capacities and enact citizenship. Additionally, communication can facilitate 

political participation, an essential component of democratic societies. In liberal 

democracy, participation is crucial to citizenship. Here, I take an active view of 

citizenship, which frames citizenship not only in terms of political rights granted to 

individuals, but also as a process that is enacted through participation in economic, 

political, and social life. As Ruth Lister (2003) writes, “to be a citizen, in the legal and 

sociological sense, means to enjoy the rights of citizenship necessary for agency and 

social and political participation. To act as a citizen involves fulfilling the full potential of 

the status” (p. 42). This active view of citizenship is especially important to children, who 

have a contested relationship to citizenship. On the one hand, American children are 

granted citizenship status through being born in the United States. On the other hand, 
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children are disqualified from adult-citizenship rights, such as voting, because of their 

dependence status on adults. At best, children are seen as being in the process of 

becoming citizens and learning how to enact citizenship through their participation in 

institutions, such as school (Hill & Tillsdale, 1997; Jones & Wallace, 1992). Increasing 

youths’ communication capabilities is especially important for encouraging their social 

participation and giving value to their views of social, political, and cultural life. 

Communication technologies can offer several opportunities for encouraging 

democratic communication and increasing capabilities, especially in providing channels 

for producing, distributing, and receiving information. As John Downing (2001) writes, 

democratic theorists often overlook the importance of media in achieving democracy, 

particularly in recognizing media’s ability to create dialogue, provide a forum for civic 

participation, and allow for diverse perspectives and opinions. Communication 

technologies can provide powerful tools for civic participation, such as community 

building, social networking, and the production of alternative perspectives (Everts, 1998; 

Gurstein, 2000; Schuler, 1996; Servon, 2002).  Communication technologies can also 

enable democratic processes by allowing people to “actively participate in the production 

of culture, ranging from dialogue and debate on public issues to the creation and 

expression of their own cultural forms” (Kahn & Kellner, 2006, p. 265). As several 

cultural studies scholars point out, political participation often is reflected in cultural 

forms (Stuart Hall, 1997; McRobbie & Garber, 1993; Williams, 1977). Kellner and 

Durham (2006) write,  

cultural texts are saturated with social meanings, they generate political effects, 
reproducing or opposing governing social institutions and relations of dominance 
and subordination…culture can also embody specific political 
discourses…advancing competing political positions on issues like the family and 
sexuality, masculinity or femininity, or violence or war.” (p. xvi) 
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Cell phones, the Internet, television, and film are not only important tools for 

communication and cultural production, but also reflect power struggles over social 

values, such as whose stories are told and by whom. For example, while Latinos 

represent 13% of the U.S. population, only 3% of characters in primetime television are 

Latino (Mastro & Behm-Morawitz, 2005). When Latinos do appear in primetime 

television, they are often represented by stereotypes such as “the Latin lover” or the 

“buffoon” (Mastro & Behm-Morawitz, 2005).  

Increasing communication capabilities is especially important for disenfranchised 

groups, including girls and minority youth, who are often hindered from communication 

and social participation for reasons including discrimination and limited access to 

resources. Women and girls have a particularly negative relationship to digital 

technologies, as evidenced in their low level of participation in such careers as 

engineering, computer science, Web design, and computer animation. Currently, women 

only make up about 25% of the IT workforce (Ramsey & McCorduck, 2005). Women’s 

and girls’ ambivalent experiences with ICTs have several social, cultural and economic 

consequences, including limited employment opportunities and limited participation in 

the information economy, such as being ill-prepared to obtain and retain jobs, access 

essential government services, seek out relevant information, or participate in public 

forums. Current research identifies several cultural and structural barriers that girls face 

in achieving technological literacy, including loss of self-esteem during adolescence, 

limited curriculum and subject matter that appeals to girls’ interests, lack of female role 

models, and a pervasive masculine culture of technology.  
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Race and class also seem to influence who achieves technological literacy. While 

82% of white children have access to computers in their homes, only 55% of Latino and 

African-American children have access to home computers (U.S. Census Bureau, 2003). 

Minority youths’ limited access to computers and the Internet will have an effect not only 

on their educational success but also on their ability to secure future jobs (Tanno, 2003). 

Similar to issues related to girls and technological literacy, minority youth also face 

cultural and structural barriers in achieving technological literacy including lack of 

relevant or appealing content, such as Spanish-language content that appeals to their 

interests, high costs of computers and Internet access, and limited job opportunities (Pew 

Hispanic Center, 2004; Slate, Manuel, & Brinson, 2002).  

In emphasizing the communicative dimensions of technological literacy and its 

importance to democratic society, I draw from developmental democracy. Developmental 

democracy helps to link the political and social rationales for technological literacy and 

fleshes out the role of communication in achieving equality. Developmental democracy, 

part of the liberal democratic tradition in the U.S., emphasizes the importance of 

individual development to fostering democracy (MacPherson, 1977). In liberal 

democracy, citizens participate in self-governance and in the protection of their 

individual rights. Taking cue of these principles, developmental democracy takes a 

positive view of rights and insists that equality is achieved not only through granting 

political rights to citizens, but also encouraging their social and individual development 

(Held, 1996). Self-development, which is defined as “the cultivation of excellences, 

talents, or competences of one’s choosing, in a way…that contributes to the enlargement 

of the person’s capacities” (Gould, 1988, p. 163), becomes central to the democratic 
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project. In the tradition of John Stuart Mill (1859), who believed that through deliberation 

individuals were better able to grow their mental capacities, developmental democracy 

emphasizes the role of culture and communication in allowing citizens to express their 

experiences and better understand each other. Communication allows for inquiry and 

through debate with others, individuals can strengthen or change their opinions. As John 

Dewey (1934) later pointed out, creativity and self-expression are essential for individual 

development because they allow individuals to better understand themselves and the 

world around them. In addition to communication, participation in political life leads to a 

more informed and active citizenry, thus creating a better society. As David Held (1996) 

writes, “political involvement is essential to the ‘highest harmonious’ expansion of 

individual capabilities” (p. 116). Thus in a developmental democratic framework, the 

design of a democratic system requires active governmental intervention to create 

environments to promote self-development. 

The purpose of this study is to better understand how the communication 

dimensions of technological literacy are conceptualized, implemented, and received in 

three informal programs located in Texas aimed at reducing the digital divide and 

overcoming gender, race, and class barriers to technological literacy: The Girl Scouts’ 

Girls’ Technology Center (GTC), Club Chica, and the Digital Youth Center (DYC). 

These cases were selected because they All three programs, launched in the early 2000s, 

provide hands-on technology training to youth to encourage their interest in and increase 

their confidence with technologies. Each of these cases addresses different gender, race, 

and class dimensions of technological literacy and the digital divide.8 The first two case 

studies, the GTC and Club Chica, aim to increase girls’ interest in digital technologies. 

                                                
8 While I am interested in studying how gender operates in these programs, my analysis of gender primarily 
focuses on girls as a result of their historic marginalization from STEM subjects. I recognize that boys also 
face barriers to achieving equality in technological literacy. 
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The Girl Scouts program offers informal technology education programs, ranging from 

robotics to video production, to girls, ages 5-17. The primary goal of the Girl Scouts is to 

encourage girls’ participation in science, technology, education, and mathematics 

(STEM) fields. The mission of Club Chica is similar to that of the Girl Scouts, yet it is 

focused on media education for Latina girls. Club Chica produces an online magazine 

made for and by Latina youth, and offers after-school programs, weekend workshops, 

internships with media outlets, and summer camps. The primary mission of the third case 

study, the DYC program, housed in eleven public libraries throughout an urban region in 

Texas, is to provide access to computers and the Internet for low-income children in 

under-served areas of the city. Each DYC has a dedicated computer lab for youth to use 

after school and on the weekends. Additionally the DYC centers offer computer classes, 

such as hip-hop beat-making and videogame design, to encourage youths’ interest in 

digital technologies. 

There are some similarities among these cases. As several scholars point out, 

informal education programs are the predominant places in which technological literacy 

is taught to youth (Schwarz & Stolow, 2006; Wilson, 2006). Many of the youth attending 

the programs do not have access to computers and the Internet in their homes and these 

programs become important places for them to engage in technological learning Each of 

these cases aims to increase access to ICTs for under-privileged youth and supplement 

their in-school education. They aim to offer a “third space” where youth can engage with 

digital technologies, while also form relationships with adult role models and mentors, 

engage in activities with their peers, and develop some “real-world” skills, such as 

information about careers. Finally, they represent a sampling of institutions—libraries, 

public schools, and youth organizations—in which underprivileged youth participate. 
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However, there are some differences among the cases. In each of these cases, 

program leaders develop technological learning to accord with the larger missions of the 

organizations and the institutions in which they operate. The technological learning 

program at the Girl Scouts was created to follow the larger mission of the organization, 

which is to provide activities to increase girls’ self-esteem and develop their leadership 

opportunities. The Girl Scouts has expectations for appropriate behavior within their 

organization, as outlined by the Girl Scout Law and Promise and thus activities must 

adhere to these larger goals. Club Chica operates its program within the public school 

system and thus must conform to the policies and conduct that are established by the 

school system. For example, the public school system has an Internet filtering policy that 

affects which types of Web sites youth can access. This policy limits the type of 

educational programs that Club Chica can enact. Finally, the DYC operates within the 

public library system and thus is constrained by the larger mission of the library. The goal 

of the library is to provide access to resources and limited training on how to use these 

resources. The program aims to encourage low-income youth to have a positive view of 

the institution.   

My overarching research question is: how are the communication aspects of 

technological literacy understood in programs aimed to bridge the digital divide? This 

research question leads to several sub-questions grounded not only in the processes 

through which youth engage in technological learning through their participation in these 

informal educational programs, but also how the programs’ missions and activities 

envision technological literacy. The following are my three research sub-questions: 

1. How is technological literacy conceptualized in three informal education  

programs? 

2. How is technological literacy implemented in program activities? 
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3. How do youth themselves relate to technology and technological learning? 

These research questions call for a multi-method approach that explores the practices of 

technological literacy in informal education programs. I investigate these research 

questions through participant-observation, interviews, self-administered questionnaires, 

and analysis of program documents and students’ projects. I analyze these research 

questions in light of the economic, political, and social rationales for technological 

literacy. Additionally, I look for how these programs aim to increase the communication 

capabilities I have identified. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review and Theoretical Framework 

In this chapter, I provide a context for the present study. Current Definitions of 

Technological Literacy provides a working definition of technological literacy. This 

section also provides an overview of the communication dimensions of technological 

literacy found in national standards. The next section, Perspectives of Technological 

Literacy, provides an overview of the dominant economic, political, and social rationales 

for technological literacy reflected in policy documents and the academic community. In 

Communicative Dimensions of Technological Literacy, I argue for an approach to 

technological literacy that draws from developmental democratic theory and expands 

political and social rationales by emphasizing communication as an essential capability 

for enabling equality and social participation. In the next section Technological Literacy 

and Communication Capabilities, I define the capabilities that I will look for in my case 

studies, including learning to communicate about technology, self-representation, access 

to relevant content, and freedom to achieve what youth value. Barriers to Technological 

Literacy identifies five domains in which race, class, and gender barriers to equality 

manifest in the classroom including youths’ attitudes and beliefs, teacher interaction, peer 

interaction, curriculum, and content.  It is in these domains that I look for how the 

communication dimensions of technological literacy are conceptualized, implemented, 

and received. 

CURRENT DEFINITIONS OF TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY 
In general, technological literacy can be defined as “the ability to use, manage, 

assess, and understand technology” (ITEA, 2002, p. 13). Technological literacy is often 

seen as both a set of skills and a critical pedagogical approach to learning about 

technologies (Berrett, 2006; Dakers, 2006; Fourez, 1997; Kahn & Kellner, 2006). 
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Commonly referred to as twenty-first century literacy, technological literacy also 

emphasizes multimodal forms of communication. For example, the New Media 

Consortium (2005), comprised of education and high-tech industry experts, defined 

technological literacy as, 

the set of abilities and skills where aural, visual and digital literacy overlap. These 
include the ability to understand the power of images and sounds, to recognize 
and use that power, to manipulate and transform digital media, to distribute them 
pervasively, and to easily adapt them to new forms. (p. 2)  

Definitions of technological literacy also emphasize fluency, rather than competency. As 

the National Research Council (1999) writes, “people fluent with information 

technology…are able to express themselves creatively, to reformulate knowledge, and to 

synthesize new information” (p. 2). Technological literacy, then, stresses the use of 

appropriate technologies to address individuals’ needs and the ability to adapt to 

technological change.  

Technological literacy builds upon a broad notion of technology, as can be seen in 

the International Technology Education Association’s (ITEA) definition of technology:  

Broadly speaking, technology is how people modify the natural world to suit their 
own purposes. From the Greek word techne, meaning art or artifice or craft, 
technology literally means the act of making of crafting, but more generally it 
refers to the diverse collection of processes and knowledge that people use to 
extend human abilities and to satisfy human needs and wants. (ITEA, 2002, p. 2)  

Technological literacy emphasizes critical thinking skills that enable citizens to analyze 

and understand general patterns of technology and technological change. The goal of 

technological literacy is to provide citizens with a better understanding of how 

technology is shaped by social forces and how society is shaped by technology.  

There are two leading organizations that define the standards for assessing 

technological literacy, the International Technology Education Association (ITEA) and 
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the International Society for Technology Education standards (ISTE). Both of these 

professional organizations for technology educators, primarily K-12 teachers, offer 

professional development, publications, and curriculum to its membership. One of the 

goals for creating standards for technological literacy was to address educators’ critiques 

of pedagogical approaches that over-emphasized technological competency and skill 

acquisition, rather than literacy. Technological competency stresses students’ usage and 

consumption of technology and aims to increase their skills in different technical 

applications, such as Microsoft Word, spreadsheets, or Adobe Photoshop. However, as 

Pearson and Young (2002) point out, technological competence does not guarantee 

technological literacy. For example, civil engineers may be very skilled in understanding 

how structures and materials respond to heavy loads, yet have little understanding of 

technologies outside of their field or how the structures they build and design affect 

society broadly. Instead, technological literacy is a capacity to understand the broader 

technological world rather than have a specified expertise to operate with particular 

pieces of it.  

A critical approach to technological literacy emphasizes the role that culture, 

politics, and economics have in shaping the development and diffusion of technologies. 

This critical approach is useful for understanding how to increase gender equality, since 

girls often report that they are uninterested in the ways technological learning is currently 

conveyed in traditional classroom settings (American Association of University Women, 

2000; Barker & Aspray, 2006; J. Cooper & Weaver, 2003). As a result, girls report 

feeling disenchanted by the skills they are learning in their computer classes. Research 

suggests that girls also are dissatisfied with their computing education because of a male 

culture of computing, which tends to emphasize competition and masculine metaphors (J. 

Cooper & Weaver, 2003). In the field of feminist technology studies, a critical approach 
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is often used to look at how traditional notions of gender shape technological design and 

create cultural barriers to achieving gender equality (Cockburn, 1985; Cowan, 1999; 

Wacjman, 1991). 

Both ITEA and ISTE emphasize the communication dimensions of technological 

literacy. Standard 17 of ITEA, which is included in Figure 1, addresses the importance of 

technological literacy in regards to information and communication technologies, urging 

that “students will develop an understanding of and be able to select and use information 

and communication technologies (ICTs)” (International Technology Education 

Association, 2002, p. 166). Students should understand how ICTs are used to solve 

problems through engaging in activities such as gathering facts, analyzing information, 

and communicating ideas to others. Additionally, Standard 17 emphasizes the use of 

technology for expression: “students should gain experiences in the language of 

technology to express themselves and to communicate to others” (International 

Technology Education Association, 2002, p. 170).  

Table 1. ITEA Standard 17 

Standard Benchmark Topics Grades 
6-8 

Benchmark Topics Grades 
9-12 

 
17. Information and 

Communication 
Technologies 

• Information and communication 
systems 

• Communication systems encode, 
transmit, and receive 
information 

• Factors influencing the design of 
a message 

• Language of technology 

• Parts of information and 
communication systems 

• Information and communication 
systems 

• The purpose of information and 
communication technology 

• Communication systems and 
sub-systems 

• Many ways of communicating 
• Communicating through 

symbols 
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The National Educational Technology Standards (NETS), developed by ISTE and 

included in Figure 2, also emphasize critical literacy and self-expression in its standards, 

but also includes collaboration as an important element of technological literacy.9 

Standard 1 emphasizes “creativity and innovation,” especially the ability for students to 

generate new ideas (Brooks-Young, 2007). Additionally, Standard 1 encourages teachers 

to engage students in creative works that express individual or group ideas. Standard 2 

suggests the importance of “communication and collaboration” in which students should 

learn to use communication technologies to communicate effectively and to engage in 

collaborative projects with others. Standard 3 emphasizes the use of digital technologies 

for “research and information fluency.” Students should use digital technologies to not 

only access information, but also develop a critical literacy through analyzing, evaluating, 

and synthesizing the information.  

                                                
9 In 2006, ISTE updated its standards to focus less on learning specific technological skills and more on 
broader areas of expertise. Previous standards included the following six areas: 1. Basic operations and 
concepts; 2. Social, ethical, and human issues; 3. Technology productivity tools; 4. technology 
communications tools; 5. Technology research tools; 6. Technology problem-solving and decision-making 
(International Society for Technology Education, 2006). 
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Table 2. NETS 2007 

1. Creativity and Innovation: Students demonstrate creative thinking, construct knowledge, and develop 
innovative products and processes  using technology. Students: 

a. apply existing knowledge to generate new ideas, products, or processes.   
b. create original works as a means of personal or group expression.   
c. use models and simulations to explore complex systems and issues.   
d. identify trends and forecast possibilities. 

 
2.  Communication and Collaboration   Students use digital media and environments to communicate and 

work collaboratively, including at a  distance, to support individual learning and contribute to the 
learning of others.  Students:   

a. interact, collaborate, and publish with peers, experts or others employing a variety of digital  
environments and media.   

b. communicate information and ideas effectively to multiple audiences using a variety of media and  
formats.   

c. develop cultural understanding and global awareness by engaging with learners of other cultures.   
d. contribute to project teams to produce original works or solve problems. 

 
3. Research and Information Fluency.   Students apply digital tools to gather, evaluate, and use 

information.  Students:     
a. plan strategies to guide inquiry.   
b. locate, organize, analyze, evaluate, synthesize, and ethically use information from a variety of sources  

and media.   
c. evaluate and select information sources and digital tools based on the appropriateness to specific tasks.   
d. process data and report results. 

 
4.  Critical Thinking, Problem-Solving & Decision-Making.   Students use critical thinking skills to plan 

and conduct research, manage projects, solve problems and make  informed decisions using appropriate 
digital tools and resources.  Students:  

a. identify and define authentic problems and significant questions for investigation.   
b. plan and manage activities to develop a solution or complete a project.  
c. collect and analyze data to identify solutions and/or make informed decisions.   
d. use multiple processes and diverse perspectives to explore alternative solutions. 

 
5.  Digital Citizenship   Students understand human, cultural, and societal issues related to technology and 

practice legal and ethical  behavior.  Students:   
a. advocate and practice safe, legal, and responsible use of information and technology.   
b. exhibit a positive attitude toward using technology that supports collaboration, learning, and 

productivity.   
c. demonstrate personal responsibility for lifelong learning.  
d. exhibit leadership for digital citizenship. 
 
6. Technology Operations and Concepts Students demonstrate a sound understanding of technology 

concepts, systems and operations.  Students:   
a. understand and use technology systems.   
b. select and use applications effectively and productively.  
c. troubleshoot systems and applications.   
d. transfer current knowledge to learning of new technologies. 
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Both ITEA and ISTE emphasize communication dimensions of technological 

literacy, yet these standards emphasize the importance of communication for increased 

productivity and efficiency and do not adequately address how communication is an 

essential component of democracy. Instead, I argue that these standards should be 

expanded to include a consideration of the important capabilities that enable full 

participation in society. In my approach to technological literacy, I draw on and expand 

national standards to include a consideration of the importance of communication and 

participation to democracy. I argue that technological literacy can enable important 

communication capabilities, such as the ability for citizens to participate in their own 

representation. In the following sections, I highlight the dominant rationales for 

technological literacy. Next, I show how developmental democratic theory can link 

political and social rationales.  

RATIONALES FOR TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY  

Both the ITEA and ISTE recognize that technological literacy has economic, 

political, and social benefits. From an economic perspective, the shift from an industrial 

to an information economy has radically altered the structure of the workplace, requiring 

that workers have basic competencies with computer hardware and software applications. 

Changes in educational policy mandated by the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 require 

schools to incorporate technological literacy and skills into most classroom settings, 

beyond just computer science classrooms, to prepare students to adequately compete in 

the marketplace ("No Child Left Behind Act," 2001; Schoen & Fusarelli, 2008; Smyth, 

2008). Finally, from an economic perspective, technological literacy allows citizens to 

become better consumers by making informed choices in adopting new technologies, 

such as MP3 players or high-definition televisions. An economic rationale proffers one 

important reason for providing government intervention to increase citizens’ 
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technological literacy. Yet, an economic rationale does not address understandings of 

other ways communication technologies can contribute to political and social life. From a 

political perspective, technologically literate citizens can use technology to access 

information and participate in political discussions. They can also produce cultural 

content that contributes to the diversity of ideas in the public sphere. Socially, 

technological literacy can help individuals use technology for meeting their needs, 

communicating with others, and adapting to new technologies as strategies for achieving 

autonomy.  

In this section, I provide an overview of the three dominant economic, political, 

and social rationales for technological literacy that are reflected in policy documents and 

academic articles. Each framework makes claims about how technological literacy will 

lead to social equality. In my overview of these rationales, I highlight how each rationale 

frames the role of communication in achieving technological literacy. Next, I expand on 

the communication dimensions of technological literacy drawing on developmental 

democratic theory.  

Economic Rationales for Technological Literacy 

An economic rationale emphasizes global competitiveness, particularly in 

developing technological innovation and increasing educational achievement so that 

citizens can be prepared to enter the increasingly technological workforce. From an 

economic perspective, jobs increasingly require advanced computer skills. Projections 

from the Bureau of Labor suggests that jobs in the information technology (IT) sector 

will grow by 34% by 2010 (ITIC, 2005).10  However, there is much concern that 

                                                
10 The Information Technology sector includes the computer and telecommunications industry and includes 
jobs such as software engineers, systems analysts and administrators, Internet publishing and broadcasting, 
Internet service providers, Web search portals, data processing services. 
(http://www.bls.gov/oco/oco2003.htm) 
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Americans will not be prepared to enter technology-related fields and that they are falling 

behind other countries in creating and sustaining technological innovation, as reflected in 

the decrease in the U.S. share of IT revenue from 75% in the 1970s to 45% in 2000 (M. 

Cooper, 2004; Wallace-Wells, 2005). The economic rationale not only offers economic 

solutions, but also frames benefits of technological literacy in economic terms. In an 

economic framework, equality is best achieved through encouraging citizens’ 

technological training that prepares them to enter the job market and providing a certain 

level of infrastructure through government intervention. Much of the discourse 

surrounding technological equity and gender tends to privilege economic justifications 

for achieving equality. For example, research from STEM perspectives often stresses the 

economic benefits of equality, such as increasing women’s individual career 

advancement and the potential to add women’s diverse perspectives about design 

principles to research and development (AAES, 2004; Ahuja, 2002; Cohoon & Aspray, 

2006; Ramsey & McCorduck, 2005). While economic justifications for achieving 

equality speak to one important goal of technological literacy, they do not adequately 

address the full range of reasons why youth should become technologically literate or 

why societies should seek equality in technological literacy. 

An economic rationale for technological literacy tends to emphasize the economic 

benefits of achieving technological literacy for all citizens and stresses economic 

solutions to solving problems of technology inequality. For example, educational reform 

policy since the 1980s emphasizes economic rationales for technological literacy. A 

Nation at Risk, the 1983 report that was one of the first documents to raise the idea of 

technological literacy, outlined a number of recommendations for reforming the American 

educational system, such as adopting higher measurable standards for academic 

performance, increasing the amount of time students spent in learning environments, and 
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aiding the professional growth of teachers. (National Commission on Excellence in 

Education, 1983). By the 1990s, educational policy was designed to increase the 

technological infrastructure of schools as a way to achieve technological literacy. For 

example, in 1995, President Clinton established a “Technological Literacy Challenge,” 

which outlined four strategies for technological literacy: connecting schools to the 

Internet, providing access to computers for teachers and students, developing software 

and on-line learning resources, providing resources for teacher training (U.S. Department 

of Education, 1997). The Telecommunications Act of 1996 (Public Law 104) provided 

affordable access to telecommunications services in schools and libraries through subsidies, 

discounts, and the E-rate program. These strategies for achieving universal technological 

literacy emphasize technological infrastructure and assume that access to computers and 

the Internet will increase students’ technological literacy, failing to consider other 

benefits such as how technological literacy increases students’ capabilities to achieve 

their own potential and offers them autonomy in being able to choose several pathways.  

In 2001, Congress passed the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) (Public Law 107-

110), which calls for standardized testing and school accountability as a way to address 

educational disparities. The mandate of NCLB is “to assist every student in crossing the 

digital divide by ensuring that every student is technologically literate by the time the 

student finishes the eighth grade, regardless of the student's race, ethnicity, gender, 

family income, geographic location, or disability”(Part II). NCLB does not define 

technological literacy and instead places the burden on state education agencies and local 

school districts to develop their own definitions of technological literacy. Additionally, 

local and state agencies are required to determine their own criteria, standards, and 

curriculum for preparing students to become technologically literate. These agencies are 

also charged with developing assessment criteria and documenting how they are 
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achieving technological literacy. NCLB requires classifying schools by measures of 

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). If schools do not meet AYP standards, they may be 

subject to sanctions, such as restructuring the schools’ organizational systems or 

replacing staff members.11  In Austin, for example, 11 schools failed to meet AYP 

standards in 2006. 

Educational reform policy since the 1980s focused on macroscopic issues, such as 

infrastructure and accountability. However, scholars criticize these interventions for 

falling short of ensuring equality, especially for girls and minority youth (Lutz, 1986; 

National Coalition for Women and Girls in Education, 2002; Smyth, 2008; Volman & 

van Eck, 2001). These policies failed to address other barriers to achieving equality, such 

as students’ attitudes toward technology, lack of content that appeals to girls and minority 

youth, teacher expectations, and classroom dynamics. 

Additionally, while an economic rationale emphasizes technologies’ ability to 

help Americans pursue higher wage jobs, the measurement of income levels alone cannot 

account for an individual’s well-being. Age, gender, and geographic location can also 

affect whether income contributes to well-being. For example, Amartya Sen (1992) 

points out that a disabled person does not have the same ability as an able bodied person 

to transform his or her income into wealth. Instead, there is a need to examine what 

people can do rather than what people can buy (Saito, 2003). Understanding the range of 

factors that affect equality is especially important to my investigation of youth and 

technological literacy. As I will show, access to the same technology does not ensure 

equality of opportunity, which can be evidenced by the persistent under-representation of 

women and minorities in the IT workforce. 

                                                
11 These sanctions apply only to schools receiving Title I funds, typically a school with at least 40% of its 
students classified as low income. 
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Finally, the economic rationale tends to emphasize competitiveness and job 

growth with the assumption that, if individuals are more prepared in the workplace, they 

will be able to acquire better jobs and advance the economic interests of the larger 

society. This rationale does not address the democratic potential of new digital 

technologies, especially communication technologies. As Stephen Petrina (2000) writes, 

“U.S. government policies are largely the construction of a neutralized version of 

technoliteracy which bolsters a conservative politics of ideological competitive 

supremacy” (p. 254). Additionally, this emphasis on competitiveness also privileges the 

interests of those corporations prepared to compete in the global marketplace. As Robert 

Kahn and Douglas Kellner (2006) argue, by the mid-1980s, technological literacy was 

defined in terms of furthering the competitive and capitalist interests of private 

corporations. Goals of technological literacy were to create a prepared workforce, not to 

provide citizens with necessary tools to promote democracy.  

Democratic Rationales for Technological Literacy 

Unlike economic rationales that focus on the benefits of technological literacy for 

capitalist systems, democratic rationales for technological literacy often incorporate an 

understanding of how technological literacy can improve democratic goals, particularly 

citizen participation and democratic communication. Political theorists such as John 

Dewey (1932) and Jürgen Habermas (1989) have asserted the central role that 

communication plays in democratic processes. For Dewey, democracy is more than a 

system of governance: it is a way of life. A good society encourages debate and 

discussion, creating “cooperative intelligence” which in turn improves social systems 

(Dewey, 1963, p. 81). For Habermas, the emergence of the bourgeois public sphere in the 

eighteenth century was crucial for allowing citizens to engage in critical-rational 

discourse. Communication in the public sphere legitimates public opinion, which is the 
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foundation of democratic processes. The insights of these theorists show that democracy 

requires that citizens are given opportunities to seek out information, form opinions, and 

engage in dialogue with each other. Technologically literate citizens can use 

communication technologies to engage in the public sphere, which is a central institution 

in democratic society. Democratic rationales for technological literacy encompass two 

aspects of democratic life: the political and the developmental. 

Political Rationales 

A political rationale can be useful for understanding how technological literacy 

can improve and sustain political systems. In a political rationale for technological 

literacy, technological literacy is best achieved through granting access to technologies to 

citizens, providing them with tools and training to participate in the public sphere, and 

encouraging citizens’ uses of technologies to participate in political processes. Similar to 

an economic rationale, access and infrastructure are important for equality, but the 

political rationale also emphasizes communication and participation in the public sphere. 

A technologically literate society can ask critical questions about the costs and benefits of 

new technologies and understand the implications of different technological choices. 

Additionally, citizens can engage in dialogue and debate about these issues and express 

concerns to policymakers. 

Tensions between economic and political rationales are reflected in digital divide 

policy. In the 1990s, technology policy interventions emphasized both economic and 

political frameworks. This shift in defining the importance of technological literacy 

reflected a growing recognition of the importance of digital technologies to all aspects of 

civic life. In 1995, the National Telecommunications Information Administration 

reported a growing gap between those who had access to the Internet and home 

computers and those who did not (U.S. Department of Commerce National 
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Telecommunications Information Administration, 1995). The “digital divide,” or the gap 

between the technology haves and have-nots, was often defined in terms of physical 

access to computers and the Internet. While gender was an initial concern of the digital 

divide, a wider gap existed along lines of income, race, and ethnicity.  

Policymakers addressed the digital divide by providing free or discounted access 

to computers and the Internet, primarily in schools and libraries. Digital divide access 

policy tended to identify physical infrastructure as the major barrier to achieving equality 

in technological literacy. Thus, many policy initiatives addressed how to provide 

equipment to schools and libraries, through the universal service fund, the E-rate program 

and the Technology Opportunities Program (TOPS) of NTIA. The underlying rationale of 

these policy initiatives was that access to computers and the Internet was essential for 

preparing citizens to participate in political life. 

With a change in presidential administration in 2000, economic frameworks 

dominated technology policy interventions, once again relegating the political benefits of 

new technologies to the background. The NTIA released a report titled A Nation Online, 

indicating that the access problem that defined the digital divide had been bridged and 

that there was no longer a need for public subsidies (U.S. Department of Commerce 

National Telecommunications Information Administration, 2000). However, many 

scholars disagreed that the digital divide was closed, evidenced by a comparison of U.S.  

broadband Internet penetration rates to other countries (M. Cooper, 2004). Others argued 

that the narrow conceptualization of the digital divide in terms of infrastructure ignored 

other factors, such as geographic location and economic competitiveness, as major 

barriers to access (Bertot, 2003; Strover, 2003). These researchers suggested the need to 

conceptualize the digital divide as having multiple economic, political and social 
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dimensions and advocated for continued government intervention to address disparities in 

access.   

Developmental Rationales for Technological Literacy  

While political participation is key to a democratic society, it is not the only goal. 

Individual development, such as the pursuit of education, self-expression, and achieving 

one’s goals, is also a key element in creating an equal and just society. A developmental 

rationale for technological literacy emphasizes individuals’ development as a means for 

achieving social equality, stressing the importance of autonomy and communication. 

Autonomy is crucial to democracy and citizenship because it mandates that individuals be 

able to participate in political life and live under the rules of their choosing (Dahl, 1989). 

Unlike the political rationale for technological literacy, which stresses the importance of 

communication for political participation, a developmental rationale for technological 

literacy stresses the capacity to communicate as a means to achieving autonomy and self-

development. In this way, individuals are presumed to be the most qualified to govern 

themselves. Additionally, self-development is related to moral development, in that 

individuals need to understand the impact of their actions.12 While the developmental 

framework emphasizes the importance of individual development for democratic 

societies, it is primarily advocated by academics and is seldom reflected in policy 

instruments.  

Creativity and self-expression also are crucial elements of self-development, 

especially for citizens whose experiences and representations are often left out of the 

public sphere. For example, representations of girls in popular culture are often created 
                                                
12 Dahl also refers to this concept as “A Strong Principle of Equality” which states that adults are qualified 
to govern themselves. Dahl uses the example of slavery and the subjection of women. In both cases, 
African Americans and women were not able to be full citizens and thus needed protection. For example, 
until the passage of the Civil Rights Act in 1960, many southern whites argued that blacks were not 
competent to participate in political life and that whites could act in their best interest. 
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by adults, not girls themselves. Many scholars cite popular culture representations of 

adolescent girls that do not adequately address girls’ experiences (L. Y. Edwards, 2005; 

Inness, 1998; Nash, 2006). However, as Susannah Stern (2004) and Sharon Mazzarella 

(2005b) have shown, there are a number of online outlets, such as personal Web pages 

and weblogs, that offer girls opportunities to make sense of social changes brought on by 

adolescence. The production of multimedia content can provide girls with outlets and 

tools for self-expression which are crucial to their personal self-development. In this way, 

girls can learn about ICTs, then use them to create projects to better understand their 

worlds or to contribute to their own representations.  

The developmental rationale emphasizes how technological literacy may 

contribute to self-development, beyond economic or narrowly defined political ends. This 

framework helps explain the value of girls’ and minority youths’ participation in 

multimedia production. Through learning about and engaging with communication 

technologies, girls and minority youth are able to participate in creative projects to 

express themselves, form communities with others with the same interests, and access 

information to positively impact adolescent development. However, as I will show, the 

developmental framework can be enhanced by highlighting the importance of 

communication for individual development, especially in communicating one’s ideas and 

creative expression, and the provision of cultural rights, or the ability of individuals to 

participate in cultural life.  

Social Rationales for Technological Literacy 

A social rationale for technological literacy emphasizes how technological 

literacy can help people in everyday decision-making and improve individuals’ lives. A 

social rationale emphasizes the capacity of individuals to make decisions in complex 

social situations. Gerard Fourez (1997) speaks to this point when he writes, 
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understanding the spread of disease of epidemics, deep-freezing, the structures of 
computer software, the way to transmit a fax, or the freezing of diesel fuel, makes 
it possible for us to negotiate reasonable and rational decisions, when faced with a 
series of problems. (p. 905) 

Understanding technology affords a certain level of freedom to individuals, in giving 

them a capacity to communicate to others about everyday life and in giving them a 

certain amount of independence to make a variety of informed choices about issues that 

affect their lives. Fourez uses the example of a fax machine to highlight a social 

framework for technological literacy: “understanding how a fax machine works provides 

us with standardized concepts and words to communicate in case the device breaks 

down” (p. 905). To illuminate his point about how technological literacy gives citizens 

more power over their lives, Fourez asks, “what is helpful to know about aspirin in order 

to use it effectively?” (p. 913). Individuals do not need to know the intricate details of 

aspirin, but instead can understand how aspirin works well enough to use it successfully 

for pain management or to prevent heart attacks.  

Fourez emphasizes communication in his definition of technological literacy. He 

stresses that communication is crucial not only for individuals to understand how 

particular technologies work, but also how to speak about technologies to others. In this 

way, technological literacy is not about overcoming “cognitive deficit,” as tends to be 

highlighted in programs designed to increase girls’ and minority youths’ participation 

with technology, but instead to achieve a “level of interaction with scientific practices” 

(p. 911). A social rationale for technological literacy emphasizes interaction, adaptability, 

and making informed choices about technologies.  

COMMUNICATIVE DIMENSIONS OF TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY 

Both the democratic and social rationales for technological literacy highlight the 

importance of communication and participation to democratic societies. In the political 
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rationale, communication technologies provide a forum for civic participation. However, 

political participation is narrowly defined as political participation in institutional 

politics, primarily through discussions about traditional political issues such as voting. 

The developmental rationale offers a more expanded notion of social participation by 

stressing the importance of technological literacy for individual development. The social 

rationale looks at how technological literacy can aid citizens in their everyday uses of 

technology. 

Both ISTE and ITEA standards incorporate communication dimensions of 

technological literacy, especially in emphasizing creativity, self-expression, 

collaboration, and a critical approach to information. Standard 1 of the NETS emphasizes 

creativity and self-expression, stating, “students should demonstrate creative thinking, 

construct knowledge, and develop innovative products and processes using technology.” 

Additionally, students should “apply existing knowledge to generate new ideas, products, 

or processes,” and “create original works as a means of personal or group expression.” 

Standard 17 of ITEA also emphasizes self-expression, especially the ability of students to 

use multiple forms of communication to express themselves. Standard 2 of NETS 

advocate for both communication and collaboration for encouraging students to work 

with others, especially across distances. Standard 2 emphasizes the importance of using 

digital technologies as a way to “interact, collaborate, and publish with peers.” 

Additionally, Standard 2, similar to Standard 17 of ITEA, recognizes the importance of 

communicating ideas effectively. Both Standard 3 of NETS and Standard 17 of ITEA 

recognize the importance of critical literacy. Both standards lay out the importance of not 

only accessing information, but also analyzing, evaluating, and synthesizing information.  

In addition to these communication dimensions of technological literacy, I argue 

that it is also important to consider how technological literacy can enable communication 
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capabilities. Capabilities refer to an individual’s overall well-being. Capabilities are 

important for enabling individuals with the freedom to achieve their own potential as well 

as social participation. The following are a list of the communication capabilities I have 

identified and that I will look for in my case studies:  

1. self-expression and creativity 

2. collaboration 

3. critical literacy 

4. learning how to communicate about technology 

5. self-representation and self-interest 

6. access to information relevant to individual lives 

7. freedom to achieve what one values 

I argue that these capabilities, in addition to the communication dimensions of 

technological literacy, can enable individuals with the freedom to participate in activities 

of their own choosing. Developmental democratic theory can help illustrate the 

communication capabilities that I am advocating for and that I will look for in my case 

studies.  

Developmental Democracy 

Developmental democracy stresses the importance of individual development to 

democratic society (MacPherson, 1977). Self-development can be defined as the “process 

of concretely becoming the person one chooses to be through carrying out those actions 

that express one’s purposes and needs” (Gould, 1988, p. 47). Individual development is 

an ongoing process of identity formation and negotiation that occurs through social 

interactions (Gee, 2004; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Rogoff, 1993). Additionally, individual 

development is influenced not only by how individuals come to know themselves in the 

social world, but also by the conditions available for them to participate (Dahl, 1989; 
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Held, 1996). In developmental democracy, citizens are granted citizenship by being 

members, but there is also a positive view of freedoms, stressing that citizens are entitled 

to self-development. The goal of developmental democracy is to encourage citizenship 

through communication and participation. Communication is a necessary condition for 

participation because it allows for the free exchange of ideas. Participation is related to 

citizenship because it integral to democratic processes. Citizenship refers to the legal 

status of members in nation-state, but also, “a status bestowed on those who are full 

members of a community. All who possess the status are equal with respect to the rights 

and duties with which the status is endowed” (Marshall, 1950, pp. 28-29). As Carol 

Gould (1988) writes, the right to participate in economic and social activities is just as 

important as the right to participate in the political process. 

Developmental democratic theory encompasses the rationale of political and 

social frameworks with a focus on the enabling conditions necessary for providing 

individuals with the freedom to achieve their full potential. Freedom requires that 

individuals have the capacity to make different choices, be free of conditions that 

constrain their choices, and have access to resources to help them carry out their choices 

(Gould, 1988). In relation to communication technologies, a developmental democratic 

framework requires that government intervention encourages and protects freedom of 

expression, but also requires enabling conditions, such as cultural and social rights. 

Social rights, defined as the right to well-being and the right to participate in one’s own 

cultural heritage, promote the importance of cultural production and communication in 

democratic societies (Marshall, 1950). Access to communication technologies can enable 

the exercise of social rights by providing outlets for the production of culture and for 

offering diversity in representation. Murdock and Golding (1989) highlight the 
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importance of communication technologies for promoting social rights within 

democracies:  

[social rights] involve a substantial widening of the traditional conception of 
citizenship. It is no longer simply about participation in the political process; it is 
also about the conditions that allow people to become full members of the society 
at every level. (p.182) 

Social rights also include communication rights, such as the right to be heard and 

understood (Hamelink, 2004; Husband, 1996, 2000; Murdock & Golding, 1989). 

Individual development is crucial for citizens’ participation. Liberal democratic 

theory is characterized by citizens’ participation in self-governance. Participation requires 

that individuals are autonomous and able to participate in deliberative decision-making, 

primarily through communicating with others. In developmental democracy, participation 

contributes to self-development through not only increasing individuals’ capacities, but 

also having an informed citizenry. As Ruth Lister (2008) writes, “political activity is not 

a means to an end, but an end in itself associated with the pursuit of the ‘public’ or 

‘common good,’ although it is also regarded as contributing to the self-development of 

the individual citizen” (p. 10). Developmental democratic theory promotes an expanded 

notion of participation, which extends beyond participation in the political sphere, to also 

include “the right of participation in decision-making in social, economic, cultural and 

political life” (Gould, 1988, p. 212). Stressing the importance of both social and political 

participation is especially important for youth, who are often excluded from participating 

in traditional political activities, such as voting. Youth are seen as learning to become 

citizens through their participation in institutions, such as education. Lister (2008) calls 

for a thicker sense of membership for children, in which children are included as active 

members of their communities: 

[including children] suggests that, while at one level all children are members of 
the community and therefore have the status of citizens in a thin sense, 
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recognition of children as citizens in a thicker sense of active membership 
requires facilitating their participation in individual decisions about one’s own 
lives made by parents and professionals, for it also implies participation in wider 
collective decision-making.” (p. 11) 

The informal education programs in this dissertation encourage children’s participation 

both in and out of the classroom, by providing them with career information, offering role 

models and mentors to encourage their self-development, and engaging them in service 

projects that encourage their participation in the larger community. In my analysis of 

these programs, I look for the ways in which these programs encourage youths’ 

participation, not only in the social activities in which they engage in the classroom, but 

also in their broader communities. 

Additionally, the three programs studied are invested in social change, in 

particular increasing opportunities for girls and minority youth to participate in economic 

and social life, through encouraging them to enter STEM careers or use the knowledge 

they learn in the classroom to develop projects in their communities. Sherry Arnstein’s 

(1969) ladder of citizens’ participation, which outlined the various degrees of 

participation between community organizations and institutions, provides insight into 

ways to think about social change. Her main concern is how participation can lead to 

“citizen power,” suggesting that participation without a redistribution of power is 

meaningless. She characterizes citizen power in the following way: 

[citizen power] is the redistribution of power that enables the have-not citizens, 
presently excluded from the political and economic processes, to be deliberately 
included in the future. It is the strategy by which the have-nots join in determining 
how information is shared, goals and policies are set, tax resources are allocated, 
programs are operated, and benefits like contracts and patronage are parceled out. 
In short, it is the means by which they can induce significant social reform which 
enables them to share in the benefits of the affluent society. (p. 216) 

Arnstein’s notion of citizen power has implications for my study. It is important to 

consider the different levels of participation that technological learning may or may not 
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offer to youth. For marginalized youth, participating in programs that encourage their 

self-development through cultural production and gaining skills may be one step in 

redistribution of power. Using communication technologies, these programs aim to give 

youth access to both symbolic and material power. For example, Club Chica encourages 

girls to become journalists, by helping them publish their work online. Additionally, Club 

Chica encourages girls’ self-development by providing them with advice on their 

concerns, such as how to apply for college.  

Equality 

One of the main goals of developmental democracy is to achieve equality through 

self-development and to maximize individual freedoms. If equality is one of the primary 

concerns of developmental democracy, then it is necessary to ask, as Sen (1992) does, 

equality of what? Sen answers this question by suggesting that equality of capabilities, or 

the ability for individuals to reach their full potential, is a better measurement than 

equality of opportunities, which is dominant in policy documents. Sen’s questions about 

equality are especially relevant in understanding the complexities of the digital divide. 

While digital divide policy was designed to increase infrastructure as a way to achieve 

equality, scholars have shown that access to computers and the Internet is not enough to 

ensure equality of capabilities. Other factors, such as speed of access, quality and 

relevance of online content to different social groups, attitudes about technology, and 

technological literacy also determine equality.  

Sen is critical of measures of equality that rely on assessments of material 

resources or individual achievements. For example, income levels are often used to 

measure poverty and inequality. However, there is a false assumption that equality in 

income will lead to the same level of equality in well-being and freedom. Rather than 

seeing income as an end, Sen argues that income should be seen as a variable in the 
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relationship between means and ends (p. 29). Sen uses the example of a disabled person 

to illuminate his point. He argues that, even when a disabled worker and an able-bodied 

worker receive the same income, they have quite different abilities to translate this 

income into freedoms. An able-bodied worker may enjoy a different quality of life than a 

disabled worker. In another example, a pregnant woman needs more nutrients than a non-

pregnant woman to survive. Different social and physical characteristics, such as age, 

sex, educational attainment, and family culture, affect an individual’s ability to achieve. 

As Sen writes,  

this strategy of inequality measurement [by income levels], thus, incorporates the 
restrictive feature of treating everyone’s incomes symmetrically no matter what 
difficulties some people have compared with others in converting income into 
well-being and freedom. (p. 29) 

This limited approach of measuring inequality in terms of income levels overlooks other 

issues, for example inequalities in freedom. Sen writes,  

the warm glow of such rhetoric [all men are created equal] can push us in the 
direction of ignoring these differences [in ability to convert income into well-
being], by taking ‘no note of them,’ or by assuming them to be absent. This 
suggests an apparently easy transition between one space and another, e.g. from 
incomes to utilities, from primary goods to freedoms, from resources to well-
being. (p. 30) 

Development, both globally and individually, should be judged by the 

enhancement of human freedoms, or the removal of deprivation from individuals’ lives. 

Freedoms are both constitutive and instrumental. Freedom should be an ends to 

development. Democratic societies should ensure that citizens have basic rights, such as 

freedom in political participation and freedom of speech. But freedom is also a means to 

development, since freedoms, such as free speech, education, and healthcare, are 

instrumental in giving people the opportunities to fully participate in the political process.  
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Sen’s method of examining the different variables of inequality, such as income, 

wealth, and happiness, has implications for my study of youth and technological literacy. 

Rather than measuring equality in access by number of home computers or equal 

representation in the workforce, Sen’s approach suggests the need to examine the quality 

of access, such as how youth are given the capabilities to use communication 

technologies for communication and participation.  

Capabilities 

Developmental democracy looks at the capabilities citizens have for self-

development. Sen argues that, rather than measuring a uniform benchmark of 

achievements, examining individual capabilities is a better way to look at equality. A 

capabilities approach first looks at well-being. Sen writes that human beings need a range 

of functionings, which can be defined as all of the necessary elements to function as a 

human being, such as nourishment, shelter, and self-respect. Capabilities refer to the 

constitutive set of functionings that one needs to survive and include a “vector of 

functionings” or the ability of a person to choose one type of life over another (Sen, 1992, 

p. 40). In this way, an evaluation of equality shifts from measuring the instruments of 

well-being, such as income, resources, or goods, which are the means to achieving 

freedom, to measuring capabilities, or freedoms to pursue these elements. Equality is 

judged not just on material resources, but on the set of alternative vectors of functionings 

individuals can choose from. Sen writes that there are a number of political, economic, 

and social freedoms that contribute to an individual’s capabilities: “the ability to be well-

nourished, to avoid escapable morbidity or mortality, to read, write, and communicate, to 

take part in the life of the community, to appear in public without shame” (p. 126).13 In 
                                                
13 Some scholars are critical of Sen because he does not advocate for a universal list of capabilities that are 
essential for all societies (Nussbaum, 2003; Saito, 2003). In an attempt to identify universal capabilities, 
Martha Nusbaum (2003) establishes a list of ten capabilities: life, bodily health and bodily integrity, senses, 
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my study, I am interested in communication capabilities and their ability to contribute to 

individuals’ well-being. 

A capabilities approach looks at the obstacles for achieving equality and devises 

interventions to address these obstacles. Deprivation of basic capabilities compromise 

what a person is able to do or be. For example, gender inequality and illiteracy are 

barriers to freedom and thus individual development. Sen illustrates the importance of a 

capabilities approach in his analysis of Indian policies in the 1990s that addressed famine, 

but failed to adequately address other inequalities, particularly gender inequality and 

illiteracy. Increasing people’s food supplies alone could not decrease infant mortality 

rates. Instead, Sen found that female illiteracy rates had a strong effect on infant 

mortality. Higher literacy rates led to lower infant mortality and lower birthrates because 

literacy provided women with the ability to access information about family planning, 

increased their ability for employment, and enhanced their agency in terms of providing 

them with tools to make choices that would better their lives.  

Education, in a broader sense, increases human capabilities through developing 

skills such as reading, communicating, arguing, making informed choices, and being 

taken seriously by others. Technological literacy can contribute to a person’s freedom to 

achieve, or one’s functioning, and provide choices, for example in the number of 

potential careers, increased opportunities for social and cultural participation, and 

expression of diverse perspectives. Technological literacy can become a means for 

achieving a number of different ends. A capabilities approach to technological literacy 

emphasizes not just the ability of individuals to access technology or pursue particular 

careers, as is currently emphasized in the economic framework of technological literacy, 

                                                                                                                                            
imagination and thought, emotions, practical reason, affiliation, co-exist with other species, play, and 
control over one’s environment. 



 41 

but also to pursue other freedoms of their own choosing, such as individual development 

and an understanding of one’s self and society.  

Informal education programs can increase youths’ freedom to achieve by 

providing opportunities for expression and creativity, encouraging communication 

through their participation and cooperation with others, teaching them about the range of 

economic choices available to them, and providing access to information that can 

improve their physical and emotional well-being. In my case studies, I examine how 

informal education programs are using communication technologies to increase youths’ 

capabilities. I am particularly interested in how these programs design curricula to 

encourage youths’ communication with each other and also encourage their self-

expression through participation in creative projects. Additionally, I examine how 

programs encourage youths’ participation both on a microscopically in the classroom and 

on a macroscopically in the broader community. 

Communication and Capabilities 

Communication is an essential capability both for individual development and for 

social change. Traditionally, the public sphere has been the place where citizens 

communicate and engage in dialogue. The public sphere can be described as “a 

communicative and institutional space wherein the principles of democracy can be 

practiced and the rights of citizenship be nurtured and expressed” (Husband, 2000, pp. 

200-201). More recently, media are seen as essential to the public sphere: 

According to classical liberal theory, the public sphere…is the space between 
Government and society in which private individuals exercise formal and 
informal control over the state: formal control through the election of 
governments and informal control through the pressure of public opinion. The 
media are central to this process. They distribute the information necessary for 
citizens to make informed choice at election time; they facilitate the formation of 
public opinion by providing an independent forum of debate; and they enable 
people to shape the conduct of government by articulating their views. The media 
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are thus the principal institutions of the public sphere or, in the rhetoric of 
nineteenth century liberalism, ‘the fourth estate of the realm.’ (Curran, 1991, p. 
29) 

Because media are essential to the public sphere, an examination of how many outlets 

citizens have to communicate can be a gauge of how well democracy functions in 

particular societies. (Dahlberg, 1991). For example, access to communications such as 

newspapers, telecommunications, broadcasting, and more recently the Internet, can help 

to gauge how effectively citizens are able to communicate freely and openly. In this way, 

mass media are not just impartial content to be consumed, but instead can be seen as what 

Nicholas Garnham (2000) calls the “currency of daily life” (33). Mass media enable a 

range of necessary functionings for participation in civic life and can increase 

individuals’ levels of being and doing. For example, information about health can greatly 

increase individuals’ health chances. Information about political candidates can increase 

political participation. Consequently, the absence of communication media creates 

serious barriers for civic participation. For example, not having access to 

telecommunications narrows a range of other possibilities, such as employment, 

participation in cultural events, or accessing public services, such as healthcare. 

However, access to information is not enough to ensure equality, since individual 

differences can affect how people use access. Ensuring the right to freedom of 

expression, for example, does not have any meaning unless citizens have other 

capabilities, such as the ability to understand, speak, and be heard. Freedom of expression 

also requires ensuring communicative freedoms, such as social and cultural rights, and 

the right to be understood, which requires that citizens engage with the communicative 

acts of others, stressing the interactive dimensions of communication (Husband, 1996). A 

capabilities approach mandates that technological equality be judged on what capabilities 

it provides citizens, such as increased opportunities to be heard and understood. A 
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capabilities approach is an improved framework than an access approach because it 

focuses on the social benefits of communication and the barriers to communication 

processes. Too often, communication research over-emphasizes users’ different 

consumption of communication media, without an appreciation of the capabilities people 

have to use different types of media. For example, differences in literacy levels and 

income levels can affect how individuals use and interpret the Internet. Simply providing 

access to the Internet is not an effective means to judge whether access contributes to 

democratic communication. In the case of youth and multimedia production, having 

access to computer hardware and software does not guarantee that youth have the 

capabilities to communicate. Instead, a capabilities approach looks at the real freedoms 

youth have to speak and be heard.  

Nicholas Garnham’s  (2000) application of a capabilities approach to assessing 

communication access policy is useful for understanding the implication of Sen’s 

framework for developing communication capabilties. Garnham was concerned with 

deregulation of communication policies that encouraged private market competition, 

rather than public subsidies, to provide media content and services to citizens. A 

capabilities approach to communication policy highlights the limitations of an economic 

approach since an economic approach fails to account for the ability of citizens to 

transform media content and services into well-being and social functioning. Garnham 

argues that communication policies should be judged by how effectively they provide 

citizens with capabilities for communication. In sum: 

what the capabilities approach argues is the need to develop and agree upon more 
finely grained measures and indices that reflect what people in practice can or 
cannot do with these services, the benefits they do or do not derive from them, 
rather than measuring mere access or expenditure. We can then devise 
distributional policies to establish, depending on our chosen value scheme, either 
a common base level or equality of capability. (p. 35) 
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Applying the insights of Garnham to my study on youth and technological literacy, I 

examine how afterschool programs aim to increase technological literacy and 

communication capabilities for girls and minority youth. While I look for the 

communication dimensions identified in national standards including self-expression, 

collaboration, and critical literacy, I also advocate for communication capabilities 

including learning how to communicate about technology, access to relevant content, 

self-representation, and freedom to achieve what one values. 

TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY AND COMMUNICATION CAPABILITIES 

Currently, researchers measure technological literacy quantitatively by test scores, 

career choices, and differences in usage and consumption of technologies. Researchers 

measure girls’ technological literacy by their academic performance in their math and 

science courses.14 Although results from standardized tests in elementary school show 

that girls perform better than boys in math and science, girls’ performance drastically 

declines once they enter middle school (Leedy, LaLonde, & Runk, 2003). By high 

school, boys score higher on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) and the American 

College Test (ACT).15 Additionally, only 17% of students taking advanced placement 

(AP) computer science tests are girls (College Board, 2008). These differences in test 

performance are thought, in part, to lead to differences in choices of majors in college. 

Girls only represent 19.6% of freshman engineering students (AAES, 2004). 

Additionally, while female enrollment in computer science college courses reached an 

all-time high of 37% in 198416, they have steadily declined to a current level of 26% 

                                                
14 Since computer science courses are often offered as an elective, and not as a required course, researchers 
often use math and science courses to gauge academic performance in future STEM subjects. 
15 The ACT and SAT are both tests that are used for college admission. 
16 Some scholars attribute the high level of female enrollment in computer science in 1984 to the release of 
the Personal Computer, specifically the Apple II. However, there is no comprehensive study to why this 
number was so high. 
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(Green, 2006). If girls do not major in STEM fields, the logic follows, they will not 

pursue these career paths. Currently, women make up only 20% of the IT workforce 

(Ramsey & McCorduck, 2005). 

In addition to testing and career choice, researchers also measure technological 

literacy by differences in computer usage. For example, research suggests that more boys 

than girls play video games (Jansz, 2005; Smith, Lachlan, & Tamborinin, 2003; 

Walkerdine, 2007). Video games, researchers argue, may provide a gateway for 

increasing girls’ technological literacy and encouraging their participation in computer 

programming (Cassell & Jenkins, 1998b). Boys’ higher interest in computer games is 

often linked to their higher representation in the high-tech industry (Cassell & Jenkins, 

1998a; Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 1994).  

While girls may not play video games in the same numbers as boys, more recent 

research suggests that girls are “power users” of communication technologies, meaning 

they are more likely to harness the communication potential of cell phones and the 

Internet for staying in touch with friends and family. A 2005 report published by the Pew 

Internet and American Life Project found that more teenage girls than boys produce their 

own blogs (Lenhart, Madden, & Hitlin, 2005). In this study, researchers analyzed data 

from telephone surveys of roughly 1500 households. While this finding is an optimistic 

sign that may indicate that girls are producing online content in larger numbers than 

previously reported, the report does not describe what types of blogs girls are creating, 

what skills they are learning to create these blogs, or how their participation in blogging 

may lead to increased technological literacy.  

Rather than look at quantitative measures of technological literacy, I look at the 

practice of technological literacy in the classroom and what the teaching of technological 
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literacy is designed to enable students to do in and out of the classroom. In the following 

sections, I outline each of the communication capabilities I will look for in my cases. 

Learning How to Communicate About Technology 

Both ISTE and ITEA emphasize the importance of technological literacy for 

helping students communicate effectively. The NETS call for the use of multiple forms of 

media as a strategy for helping students communicate ideas. ITEA recommends that 

students take a critical approach to communication, through an understanding how 

messages are created and transmitted. My approach to technological literacy draws from 

these national standards but also highlights the importance of communication to 

democratic society on an additional level. Learning how to communicate about 

technology is important for allowing what Fourez (1997) calls a level of interaction with 

scientific practices. Learning how to talk about technology helps citizens to engage in 

discussions about technology as well as better understand the importance of technology 

to their lives. In my case studies, I look at how teachers encourage youths’ 

communication about and with technologies, not only in how they present the benefits of 

technological learning to youth, but also how youth communicate about technologies.  

Access to Relevant Content 

National standards suggest that students should use digital technologies for 

gathering information and critically analyzing that information. I argue that these 

standards can be expanded to include access to relevant content. Accessing information is 

meaningless unless individuals’ have the ability to use this information for their 

development. As I will show, one of the barriers to achieving equality in technological 

literacy is a lack of available content that resonates with the context of girls’ and minority 

youths’ lives. One of the goals of the after-school programs in my study is to design 
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curricula that encompass youths’ interests and help students produce content that more 

accurately reflects their likes and dislikes. In my case studies, I examine how teachers 

develop content that resonates with the cultural context of students’ lives and allows them 

increased opportunities for communication. 

Self-Representation and Self-Interest 

Current national standards identify self-expression as an important component of 

technological literacy, yet the utility of self-expression is framed in terms of its benefits 

for increased productivity and functionality. For example, the NETS advocates for 

students to use technology to show originality in thought. The NETS states that students 

should “create original works as a means of personal or group expression.” I expand on 

current standards to also include a consideration of what self-expression adds to both 

individual and social development. Additionally, I argue that the concept of self-

expression can be expanded to include self-representation. As Murdock and Golding 

(1989)write, in democratic societies individuals “must be able to recognize themselves 

and their aspirations in the range of representations offered within the central 

communications sectors and be able to contribute to developing those representations” 

(pp. 183-184).  

Self–representation is particularly important for adolescent development (Brown 

& Gilligan, 1992; Hudson, 1984; Markus & Nurius, 1986; Pipher, 1994). As youths 

navigate through the world and come to understand themselves, they need to see 

representations of their experiences in popular culture and be encouraged to contribute 

their perspectives (Buckingham, 2003; Goodman, 2003; Livingstone, Bober, & Helsper, 

2005). Research by Stern (1999) and Mazzarella (2005a) shows the importance of self-

expression to girls’ identity development. For example, in their analyses of girls’ 

homepages, they found that the Web offered girls outlets for exploring issues relevant to 
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their own lives, such as their feelings about their bodies or relationships, that were not 

available to them in mainstream media outlets. 

In addition to individual development, self-representation is important for social 

development, or allowing individuals to participate in communities of interest. Diversity 

in representation and in the forms of cultural production are important elements to 

sustaining democracy (Andren, 1993; Hamelink, 2004; Hirsch, 1988). For example, 

drawing from radical democratic theory, Clemenica Rodriguez (2001) illustrates the 

importance of cultural production to democracy:   

[Producing alternative media messages] implies having the opportunity to create 
one’s own images of self and environment; it implies being able to recodify one’s 
own identity with the signs and codes that one chooses, thereby disrupting the 
traditional acceptance of those imposed by outside sources; it implies becoming 
one’s own storyteller, regaining one’s own voice; it implies reconstructing the 
self-portrait of one’s own community and one’s own culture…what matters is 
that, for the first time, one’s shy languages used to remain within the familiar and 
the private, take part in the public arena of languages and discourse. (p. 3)  

While cultural production is important to democratic societies, individuals may face 

several barriers to cultural production, such as limited access to the means of production 

either through low levels of technological literacy or structural issues, such as media 

consolidation. Additionally, as Andren (1993) writes, cultural norms can inhibit large 

groups of the population from expressing themselves. Andren writes,  

for a person to develop, entertain, and express definite beliefs and attitudes of his 
own, and not just reproduce those that he meets in his social environment or 
considers opportune, is an active undertaking that presupposes more or less 
considerable funds of autonomy, maturity, and in certain cases, even courage. (p. 
63) 
 

Andre illustrates his point through arguing that individuals who receive messages that 

they are inferior, for example through racist and sexist stereotypes in popular culture, can 

undermine their power to act. 
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 Self-representation includes community-building and identity-formation. 

Community-building can be a powerful strategy for sharing information and encouraging 

technological literacy for girls and minority youth. As I will show, after-school programs, 

like the Girl Scouts and Club Chicas, aim to create all-girl spaces to encourage 

community-building among girls. Research suggests that girls may perform better in all-

girl spaces where they can engage in collaborative, hands-on projects with their peers 

(American Association of University Women, 1992; Campbell & Wahl, 1998; David, 

1993).  

In order to study community-building and identity-formation in after-school 

programs, I draw from situated learning. I approach the three after-school programs as 

creating communities of practice (Wenger, 1999). Wenger defines a community of 

practice as a group of people who come together for common purposes. Members in a 

community of practice engage in shared endeavors, share knowledge with each other, and 

have a shared repertoire of resources, such as experiences, tools, or ways of addressing 

problems (p. 73). Additionally, members’ participation in communities of practice 

contributes to their individual identity development and learning, or how they identify as 

members in particular communities. 

Communities of practice offer different trajectories for its members. Members 

become involved in communities of practice through their gradual participation in 

cultural activities. Lave and Wenger (1991) use the term “legitimate peripheral 

participation” to describe the processes through which individuals become members. In 

this process of participation, from peripheral to more central, individuals learn to take on 
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and identify with the values of the community. The model of apprenticeship illuminates 

the processes through which participants move from being less skilled, or periphery, to 

being experts in communities of practice. For example, in becoming a midwife, an 

individual must first observe the behavior and skills of other midwives. Through 

observation and guided participation, apprentices gradually learn the skills necessary to 

take on the role of “midwife.” Wenger writes, “participation here refers not just to local 

events of engagement in certain activities with certain people, but to a more 

encompassing process of being active participants in the practices of social communities 

and constructing identities in relation to those communities” [emphasis in original]( p. 

63) In this way, learning, which is a process of identity formation, is characterized by 

members’ changing participation in communities of practice. In my case studies, I use 

interviews and observations to better understand how girls and minority youth identify as 

members in each selected community of practice. 

Freedom to Achieve What Youth Value 

Developmental democracy takes a refined look at equality to examine the 

freedoms individuals have to participate in economic, social, and cultural life. As Sen 

(1992) writes, these freedoms include the ability to communicate with others and to 

participate in community life. Drawing on developmental democratic theory, I argue that 

an important communication dimension of technological literacy is enabling youth with 

freedoms to use technological literacy in the way they value. Youth should have the 

freedom to use technological literacy to advance their education, participate in cultural 

production, or access information that they find useful. This aspect of technological 

literacy calls for informal education programs to address the obstacles that youth have in 
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achieving these freedoms, such as providing increased access to computers and the 

Internet and providing training on how to use digital technologies. In my case studies, I 

look for the various ways that organizations promote youths’ freedoms to achieve. 

 

BARRIERS TO TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY  
Drawing on the literatures from feminist technology studies and situated learning 

theory, I have identified five areas in which ideas about technological literacy are 

conveyed in the classroom: attitudes and beliefs about technology, peer interaction, 

teacher interaction, curricula, and content production. Situated learning examines the 

social, historical, and cultural contexts in which individuals acquire knowledge (Gee, 

2004; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Situated learning is influenced by the work of Lev 

Vygotsky (1978), who argued that cognitive development was a social process that 

occurred through communication and participation with others. A situated perspective is 

a useful approach to analyzing my case studies because it situates technological learning 

as a process that is influenced by institutions, cultural practices, and participation with 

others. Situated learning reveals the broader issues and contexts at play in girls’ and 

minority youths’ technological learning, such as how organizational philosophies 

influence how technological literacy is conveyed in the classroom and how assignments 

inhibit or impart capabilities through addressing gender, race, and class barriers to 

equality. Additionally, situated learning illuminates the range of ways and spaces in 

which technological literacy is conceptualized, transmitted, and received in my cases. 
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In the following sections, I provide a brief overview of the five areas that I have 

identified as places in which technological learning17 is conveyed. I comment on how the 

three cases aim to address these areas as well as how I will approach the study of these 

areas in my field research. 

Attitudes and Beliefs 

Research shows that girls’ negative attitudes about ICTs can limit their ability to 

achieve their full potential and can be a hindrance to social equality (AAUW, 2000; 

Barker & Aspray, 2006; J. Cooper & Weaver, 2003; Fancsali, 2002). Researchers often 

link girls’ low test performance in math and science to a loss in self-esteem during 

adolescence (Barker & Aspray, 2006; D. Butler, 2000; J. Cooper & Weaver, 2003). 

Psychologists suggest that in middle school, girls experience a crisis in self-esteem, 

where they begin to become aware that there are different social roles and expectations 

for girls and boys (Pipher, 1994). Girls recognize that, in a patriarchal society, their 

physical attributes are valued more than their intellectual capabilities (Brown & Gilligan, 

1992). This crisis of self-esteem can have potential systemic ramifications. If girls do not 

pursue advanced math and science courses in middle school and high school, they will 

not enter the pipeline into STEM careers. In addition to a loss of self-confidence in their 

abilities, girls also recognize that there are different social values attached to different 

careers and academic subjects. Computer science and engineering, in particular, are 

associated with masculinity. Although researchers identify several other factors 

contributing to girls’ negative attitudes and beliefs about ICTs, including teachers’ 

expectations (NCWGE, 2002; Owens, Smothers, & Love, 2003; Sadker & Sadker, 1995), 
                                                
17 In this dissertation, I use the term “technological learning” to include not only the skills used to operate 
ICTs, but the concepts, such as an understanding of networks and information systems, and capabilities, 
such as evaluating and assessing information, collaborating, and communicating findings to other 
audiences, that are also necessary for understanding ICTs. 
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parents’ expectations (Furger, 1998), and stereotypical media representations that portray 

females as incompetent with digital technologies (Newton & Newton, 1998; Steinke, 

1998, 1999) research shows that girls continue to adopt these negative stereotypes about 

gender and computers, influencing their attitudes and beliefs about their own abilities to 

succeed in these pathways (AAUW, 2000). 

According to the AAUW’s  (2000) report Tech Savvy: Educating Girls in the New 

Millennium, girls have an “I can, but I don’t want to” attitude (p. ix). Girls believe they 

have the ability to perform different computer-related tasks, yet they are uninterested in 

the ways in which computer classes are taught, associating the curriculum with a 

masculine culture that does not incorporate their interests. The Girl Scouts and Club 

Chicas aim to counter girls’ negative attitudes about computers through creating content 

that caters to girls’ interests, incorporating gender-neutral language, or invoking strategic 

gendered uses of language, like the terms “girl power” or “divas.”  

Girls’ negative attitudes and beliefs about ICTs can hinder their opportunities for 

communication by discouraging them from using communication technologies to express 

themselves or to seek out information that may have a positive impact on their 

development. Attitudes can also limit girls’ participation, not only in the classroom, but 

also in the broader community. I examine girls’ attitudes about ICTs through 

observations, interviews and questionnaires. In my interviews, I ask girls general 

questions about their confidence with technologies, their interest in technologies, and 

how they see the relevance of technologies to their lives. Observations supplement these 

questions by giving me insight into other factors, such as teacher and peer interaction, 

that may also influence their attitudes.  

Negative attitudes about ICTs can also affect minority youths’ opportunities for 

communication and participation. For example, a 2005 report by the Children’s 
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Partnership found that low-income and minority youth face significant barriers to full 

social and economic participation including lack of relevant local content, literacy 

barriers, language barriers, and lack of cultural diversity (Lazarus, Wainer, & Lipper, 

2005). Slate et al. (2002) found that Hispanic students whose primary language spoken at 

home was English viewed the Internet more favorably than Hispanic students whose 

primary language spoken at home was Spanish. In order to better understand the barriers 

that minority youth face in achieving social equality, I supplement my observations of 

students at the Digital Youth Center (DYC) with an examination of the institutional 

context in which technological literacy is conveyed. An understanding of how the 

program aims to address youths’ attitudes and increase their opportunities for 

communication and participation in social and economic activities illuminates how 

technological literacy is conveyed. 

Teacher Interaction 

Teachers play a central role in inspiring and educating youth, not only in 

increasing their technological skills, but also in framing the importance of ICTs to 

youths’ lives.  Research suggests that teachers may have different gendered expectations 

in the ways that they treat girls and boys in the classroom (Owens et al., 2003). These 

different gendered expectations are particularly prevalent in math and science courses 

(AAUW, 1992). Consequently, these different expectations may lead to a gender gap in 

education, often manifest in girls’ and boys’ academic performances or choices of college 

majors or career pathways. Additionally, boys tend to be more active in the classroom 

and draw attention to themselves, thus requiring more attention, whether negative or 

positive, from teachers at the expense of girls’ learning (Fitzpatrick & Hardman, 2000; 

NCWGE, 2002; Sadker & Sadker, 1995). Although teachers are increasingly aware of 
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how to identify and address gender bias in the classroom, researchers still point to 

teachers’ expectations as a barrier to achieving gender equality for girls (NCWGE, 2002). 

After-school programs like the Girl Scouts and Club Chica are designed to 

address teachers’ gendered expectations in traditional classroom settings through 

providing all-girl environments with female role models. Evaluation suggests that these 

strategies can have a positive effect on girls’ learning, especially in relation to STEM 

subjects (Crowe, 2003; Fancsali, 2002). Key to the Girl Scouts’ and Club Chica’s 

strategy of increasing girls’ interest in digital technologies is to provide girls with adult 

role models, mostly female, in an informal educational setting to increase the girls’ 

confidence with digital technologies. While there is anecdotal evidence that this strategy 

can be effective, little research explores how teachers convey technological learning in 

the classroom (Fancsali, 2002). Through observations, questionnaires, and interviews, I 

examine how teachers present assignments, how they connect these assignments to the 

relevance of youths’ lives, and how they encourage youth to include their own 

perspectives into assignments. These methods allow me to look at the opportunities and 

scope of participation in after-school programs. I focus specifically on the language 

teachers use to explain activities, how they encourage and enable participation, and how 

they answer questions. I interview teachers about their goals for students’ learning and 

how they integrate these goals into their teaching. In my analysis, I connect their 

responses to the conceptualization of technological literacy that I identified in program 

materials. Finally, through interviews and responses to questionnaires about how teachers 

encouraged students’ learning, I examine how students respond to the strategies teachers 

use in the classroom. 
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Peer Interaction 

Cooperative learning can be a key component in encouraging technological 

learning, especially in encouraging positive attitudes about computers (Baskin, 2006; 

Ching, Kafai, & Marshall, 2000; Duffy & Cunningham, 1996; Nanjappa & Grant, 2003). 

The body of research that examines the influence of peer interaction on girls’ 

technological learning suggests that girls perform better in learning environments that are 

collaborative, encourage hands-on learning, and provide relevancy to their lives (Hansen, 

Walker, & Flom, 1995). Girls can thrive in coeducational settings if these conditions are 

met. In many computer classes, however, these conditions are not present. Researchers 

identify the culture of computer classes as unfriendly to girls (AAUW, 2000; D. Butler, 

2000). Girls confirm this research by reporting that computer culture is “nerdy” or 

masculine (Furger, 1998; Isomursu, Isomursu, & Still, 2004; Margolis & Fisher, 2002). 

These perceptions of computing as anti-social and competitive, rather than cooperative, 

have drastic effects, often leading girls to opt out of these classes and eventually careers 

(Barker & Aspray, 2006; D. Butler, 2000; Cohoon & Aspray, 2006; J. Cooper & Weaver, 

2003; Furger, 1998; Hacker, Smith, & Turner, 1990; Ramsey & McCorduck, 2005).  

Outside of traditional classroom settings, for example in single-sex educational 

programs, girls have increased opportunities for learning that is more hands-on and 

collaborative. Single-sex environments can enhance girls’ learning and exploration with 

technologies. For example, Younger et al. (2002) found that girls performed better in 

single-sex environments and that they were more likely to take advanced math and 

science courses. Other researchers found that in single-sex schools, girls had higher 

educational aspirations, increased confidence, and more positive attitude about learning 

(Lee & Bryk, 1986; Riordan, 1990). 
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The strategy of the Girl Scouts and Club Chicas is to encourage collaborative 

learning. Through observations during the workshops, I look at how ideas about 

technological literacy circulate within the classroom. I look for the forms in which 

collaboration takes place, such as how girls encourage each others’ learning, share 

information, and make decisions about how to approach their projects. I supplement my 

observations through questionnaires and interviews with girls about the importance of 

peer interaction for their technological learning. 

Curriculum 

Assignments at the Girl Scouts and Club Chicas address some of the limitations 

of available online content, such as sexist language and lack of curricula that appeal to 

girls’ interests (AAUW, 2000; Barker & Aspray, 2006; Cassell & Jenkins, 1998b; M. 

Cooper, 2004). Available software often has implicit, and sometimes explicit, gender bias 

in its language and design. For example, in their evaluation of educational software, the 

National Council for Women and Girls in Education (NCWGE) found that gendered 

language evoked different stereotypes: “texts ask students to solve math problems 

describing males using math for construction, females using math for dressmaking” 

(NCWGE, 2002, p. 3). Masculine language also exists in the titles of educational 

software, with titles such as Slam Dunk Math, Word Invasion and Space War Math (J. 

Cooper & Weaver, 2003, p. 17) As a result of such masculine language, Cooper and 

Weaver concluded that “girls are learning that the computer is a learning device that is 

not communicating with them” (17). In order to counteract masculine language, designers 

tend to incorporate non-gendered terms, such as “cool,” to demonstrate the relevance of 

technology to girls’ lives. Gendered terms, such as “digital divas” or  “web grrls” are 

used to show how technology can build upon girl-specific experiences. The Girl Scouts 
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tries to counteract sexist language as can be seen in the titles of their offerings, including 

Media Mavens and the Groovy Games for Girls camp.  

Little research explores how the curricula of informal education programs connect 

to communication dimensions of technological literacy. I am interested in how 

assignments encourage girls’ communication and social participation. I ask how 

assignments encourage girls’ communication with each other and allow them 

opportunities to express themselves. I also examine how assignments encourage girls’ 

participation in the classroom and in the broader community.  For example, I observe 

how girls’ participation in a videogame design workshop encourages girls not only to 

design characters that they choose, but also encourages them to think about how their 

ideas about design can be contributed to the broader world of video game design. In my 

analysis of the Girl Scouts’ and Club Chica’s curricula, I examine how technological 

literacy is conveyed and what capabilities are posited or addressed. I also try to gain a 

thicker description of the curriculum through observations of girls and teachers in the 

classroom. Finally, I look at how girls respond to the curriculum, through interview 

questions and questionnaire responses.  

As with the Girl Scouts and Club Chica, the Digital Youth Center (DYC) aims to 

provide students with relevant activities to interest them in digital technologies. In my 

observations of students at DYC, I examine how the curriculum encourages youths’ 

communication and participation in the classroom. Through interviews with program 

staff, I examine what goals the staff have for youth participating in the program. I ask 

questions including: How do these assignments encourage youth to overcome the gender, 

race, and class barriers to equality? What opportunities do these assignments offer youth 

for contributing their ideas and perspectives to the their commuunities?  
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Content 

The available research on the content of girls’ cultural production suggests that 

multimedia tools can play a valuable role in the development of adolescent identity. For 

example, in her study of adolescent home pages, Susannah Stern (2004) found that the 

content of online home pages allowed  adolescents opportunities for self-expression and 

self-disclosure, which she argues is a necessary component of adolescent development. 

Since adolescents often have limited opportunities to express themselves in public fora, 

online spaces and multimedia tools provide alternatives for adolescents’ expression. Stern 

also found that there were gendered differences in the ways that girls and boys used 

different multimedia tools and forms of communication on their Web pages. Web pages 

allowed girls an outlet where they could explore their unique experiences of being girls, 

such as physical changes brought on by puberty, experiences with dating, and emotional 

development. Stern’s analysis of girls’ home pages showed that girls often used these 

online spaces for self-disclosure, self-expression, cathartic release, discussions of their 

emotions and to develop relationships. She labels girls’ communication style on 

homepages as “personal, intimate, and immediate” (p. 223). Stern’s findings, that 

personal home pages can be important areas for self-presentation and important for 

adolescent development, suggests the potential importance of multimedia production in 

the role of girls’ lives. 

The content that girls and minority youth produce is an under-explored area in the 

literature about youth and technological literacy. In order to explore the communicative 

dimensions of technological literacy, I analyze the girls’ finished projects. Available 

research on students’ content production heavily relies on content analysis and is 

disconnected from the contexts in which girls learned to create the content (Mazzarella, 

2005b; Stern, 1999). In my case studies, I examine the content that girls are producing, as 
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well as the contexts in which they produce that content. My analysis explores questions 

such as how does engaging in after-school programs allow youth to express themselves? 

How does working on creative projects encourage youths’ technological learning, 

especially in the areas of communication and participation? 

In my analysis, I look at how youth express themselves in their projects. I look for 

aspects of expression, including photos, audio, and video. Additionally, I interview girls 

about the projects they produced as a strategy to better understand how their participation 

in after-school programs encouraged their self-expression.  I look at how the content girls 

produced matches or goes beyond the stated goals and objectives of the assignments. 

Additionally, I look at the variations across projects to see how different students 

approached assignments. 
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Chapter 3: Research Design 

My research design includes both qualitative and quantitative methods. 

Quantitative methods, primarily my questionnaire, allow me to explore the variables that 

influence youths’ technological learning. Likert-scale questions address four areas 

including interaction with peers, teachers’ interaction, individuals’ attitudes about digital 

technologies, and importance of creativity and self-expression. Analysis of these 

questions helps illuminate the range of ways that girls respond to technological learning. 

Qualitative approaches, including ethnographic methods, allow me to gain thicker 

descriptions, such as asking why and how these variables influence girls’ learning, which 

can supplement questionnaire responses. Additionally, qualitative methods will help me 

to answer my research questions through naturalistic inquiry, or an understanding of 

individuals within the environment in which they are interacting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

As Denzin and Lincoln (2005) write, “qualitative researchers study things in their natural 

settings, attempting to make sense of or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings 

people bring to them” (p. 3).  Qualitative inquiry is a “situated activity that locates the 

observer in the world…It consists of a set of interpretive, material practices that make the 

world visible” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 3). Qualitative research also helps to uncover 

“answers to questions that stress how social experience is created and given meaning” 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 10). Qualitative methods can illuminate the multiple factors 

that influence and constitute youths’ technological learning as they participate in the three 

selected programs. 

My specific research design is a case study (Stake, 2005; Yin, 2003). A case study 

design is useful for understanding a particular phenomenon in its context (Yin, 2003, p. 

13). Stake (2005) writes, a “qualitative case study is characterized by researchers 



 62 

spending extended time on site, personally in contact with activities and operations of the 

case, reflecting, and revising meanings of what is going on” (p. 450). Additionally, a case 

study design requires the following: 

a. bounding the case and conceptualizing the object of study 

b. selecting phenomena, themes, and issues 

c. seeking patterns of data to develop issues 

d. triangulating key observations 

e. selecting alternative interpretations to pursue 

f. developing assertions or generalizations about the case (Stake, 2005, pp. 459-

460) 

My case study is bounded by the factors that constitute the context of youths’ 

technological learning within three informal multimedia education programs: The Girl 

Scouts, Club Chica, and the Digital Youth Center (DYC). I seek to understand the 

communication dimensions of technological learning through examining several data 

sources, including the norms and beliefs of the institution that created the programs, the 

cultural practices at the programs, and the social interactions that take place within these 

workshops.  I focus my inquiry on how technological literacy is conceptualized and 

conveyed. I pay attention to how programs convey the communication dimensions of 

technological literacy, including creativity, self-expression, collaboration, and critical 

literacy. Additionally, I look for communication capabilities including learning how to 

communicate about technology, access to relevant content, self-representation and self-

interest, and freedom to achieve what youth value.  

The strengths of case study design lie in using multiple sources of evidence, or 

triangulation. Stake defines triangulation as “a process…to clarify meaning, verifying the 

repeatability of an observation or interpretation” (p. 454). In my research design, I use 
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multiple data sources to verify my interpretations. Additionally, “the use of multiple 

sources of evidence in case studies allows an investigator to address a broader range of 

historical, attitudinal, and behavioral issues” (Yin, 2003, p. 98). Yin writes that multiple 

sources of evidence provide an advantage in developing “converging lines of inquiry” 

which help to make findings or conclusion stronger (p. 98). Additionally, I make 

comparisons across my case studies to examine how different institutions conceptualize 

technological literacy and the strategies they use to convey technological learning in the 

classroom. Identifying the similarities and differences among my cases will illuminate the 

range of ways that after-school programs highlight the communication dimensions of 

technological literacy. 

The selection of my three cases to study the communication dimensions of 

technological literacy is purposive (Babbie, 2004). Many youth encounter ICTs in school, 

yet several educators warn that in-school education alone cannot ensure that students will 

become technologically literate (Baskin, 2006; Bober, 2006; Mulkeen, 2006; Waks, 

2006). There are several restraints on in-school education including standardized testing, 

high student-to-teacher ratio, and limited resources (Berrett, 2006; Hin & Subramaniam, 

2006; Mulkeen, 2006). After-school programs can supplement in-school education as a 

way to increase youths’ access to ICTs and encourage their technological literacy 

(Fashola, 1998; Halpern, 2002; McLaughlin, 2000; Noam & Tillinger, 2004). After-

school programs offer a rich site to study the communicative dimensions of technological 

literacy because they offer youth an alternative approach to learning focused on self-

development. Unlike in-school education, which is often performance-based, after-school 

programs can offer youth   an “intermediary space,” focused on adolescent development, 

identity formation, and “real-world” experiences (Noam & Tillinger, 2004). As Blenda 

Wilson (2006) writes, after-school programs do not offer “more school,” but instead 
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alternatives, such as experiential learning, positive relationships with adult role models, 

and opportunities to master both traditional skills and acquire “real-world” skills, such as 

job training (p. 51). Twenty-first century skills, which includes technological literacy as 

well as social skills such as leadership and community involvement, are often taught in 

after-school programs (Schwarz & Stolow, 2006).  Finally, advanced science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM) curricula is rarely offered in the K-12 

setting. Instead, youth often gain exposure to these disciplines through after-school 

programs (Fancsali, 2002).  

After-school programs like the ones included in this dissertation address race, 

gender, and class barriers to technological literacy, as well as other issues related to 

youths’ social success. The Girl Scouts and Club Chica incorporate research that 

addresses gender barriers to equality, including providing all-girl settings to encourage 

self-esteem and confidence with technologies, and engaging girls in activities that are 

relevant to  their lives (American Association of University Women, 1998, 2000; Furger, 

1998; Sadker & Sadker, 1995). DYC offers increased access to computers and the 

Internet for low-income youth and provides hands-on activities, such as animation 

workshops, to encourage their technological literacy. In addition to increased access to 

ICTs and technological learning, after-school programs focus on youths’ self-

development. Studies suggest that after-school programs can contribute to decreased drug 

use, higher self-esteem, and better academic achievement for “at-risk” youth (Miller, 

2003). According to a recent study, an estimated 20-25% of low and moderate income 

urban children participate in after-school programs (Halpern, 2002). After-school 

programs can be particularly useful for Latino youth, who have the highest dropout rate 

from high school: 21% compared to the national average of 10% (Pew Hispanic Center, 
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2004). In Texas, Latino students fare worse than the national average, with only a 78% 

high school graduation rate (Texas Education Agency, 2005, p. vii).  

After-school programs may provide girls and minority youth with more 

opportunities to engage in technological learning than in-school. Yet, there is a lack of 

research examining how technological literacy is conceived in these programs. An 

investigation into how after-school programs conceptualize technological literacy and 

how youth respond to technological learning can illuminate how programs envision 

technological literacy and how youths respond to this learning. Additionally, after-school 

programs offer an opportunity to examine the communication dimensions of 

technological literacy, especially through an investigation of how programs use 

communication technologies to encourage youths’ self-expression, provide access to 

information to positively impact their self-development, and encourage their participation 

in the broader social world.  

DESCRIPTION OF THE GIRLS’ TECHNOLOGY CENTER 

In 2000, a Texas affiliation of the Girl Scouts opened an all-girls’ technology 

center, equipped with twelve Dell Computers. The goal of the Girls Technology Center 

(GTC) is to provide hands-on technology activities, such as training in computer software 

activities and creative activities, to girls ages 5-17. The GTC follows the primary mission 

of the Girl Scouts, which is to support girls’ social and emotional development. The GTC 

program follows this mission but has a particular goal of encouraging girls in STEM, 

especially given research that documents girls’ loss of interest in technology in middle 

school. 

GTC classes incorporate best practices is intended to address the barriers girls 

face in achieving equality in technological literacy. Goals of the GTC, as stated in grant 

materials, are to  provide a safe learning environment to enable girls to use computers to 
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explore the world, develop girls’ comfort with new technologies, such as cameras, 

robotics, and programming language,  develop girl’s self-confidence in their own creative 

abilities, enable girls to develop valuable computer knowledge, and to teach girls to 

become imaginative users of technology. Another goal of the GTC is to prepare girls to 

enter STEM fields: 

at these workshops they solve problems, develop creative solutions, make design 
decisions, work in teams, visualize the end product—in short, they develop all the 
skills required to do well in STEM while having fun. (Texas Girl Scouts, 2001, p. 
4) 

Classes include desktop publishing, digital photography, Web design, and word 

processing. The GTC program offers after-school activities, summer camps, and weekend 

workshops for both Girl Scout Troops and individual members who can earn merit 

badges for completing projects. For example, some of the programs at the GTC fulfill 

requirements for the Discovering Technology and Communication merit badges. Merit 

badges denote a level achievement and are part of the Girl Scouts culture. Weekend 

workshops often last 2-3 hours long and are offered for different age groups.  

The Girl Scouts program attempts to increase gender equity and technological 

literacy by providing girls with opportunities to participate in hands-on activities that are 

relevant to the context of girls’ lives. For example, in the Media Mavens workshop, From 

Audio to Visual Production, girls learned video production skills while also exploring 

topics relevant to their lives, such as how to handle peer pressure in school and how to 

negotiate friendships.  

Additionally, the Girl Scouts create a culture that is intended not only to increase 

girls’ technological literacy, but also to promote their positive self development, through 

leadership opportunities and collaboration with others. For example, in March 2007, one 

Girl Scout troop, consisting of girls ages 13-16, helped design and implement the Groovy 
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Games for Girls camp, for girls ages 8-11. Throughout the week, these girls collaborated 

on activities, such as searching the Internet for information about games, designing their 

own games, and learning Flash Animation. 

DESCRIPTION OF CLUB CHICA 

Club Chica was formed in 2002 by students in a Latinos and Media class at 

university in Texas. Club Chica’s mission is “to empower Latina youth through media 

and technology.” Club Chica publishes a bilingual webzine written for and by Hispanic 

girls. The organization also provides media production skills through a variety of 

activities, such as after-school workshops, internships, Saturday camps, and outreach 

programs in collaboration with area nonprofits. 

One of the goals of Club Chica is to address the low level of representation of 

Latinos in positions of power in newsrooms. As stated on their website, “despite their 

growing numbers, statistics show Hispanics make up less than two percent of newsroom 

staff nationwide. There are important stories that are missing from the current landscape 

of media.”  

While all girls are subject to a loss of self-esteem during adolescence, Club 

Chicas focuses on the particular struggles that Latina youth face in adolescence. Latina 

youth are more susceptible than white girls to teenage pregnancy, drug abuse, and 

dropping out of high school (Ventura, Matthews, & Hamilton, 2002). Through creating 

an online space dedicated for Latina youth and providing them with mentors and role 

models, Club Chica hopes to increase their confidence and abilities. Additionally, Club 

Chica provides Latina youth with journalism training so they may pursue career 

opportunities in the future. 
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DESCRIPTION OF THE DIGITAL YOUTH CENTER 

The Digital Youth Center (DYC) program, housed in ten public libraries in a 

Texas urban area, was launched in 2000 with funding from the Michael and Susan Dell 

Foundation, the local government, and the city’s public library foundation. Each DYC 

provides dedicated computers for youth ages 8-18 to use after-school and on weekends.  

Youth ages 8-18 have opportunities to use computers for schoolwork, personal 

interests, email and chatting, research, and leisure. Classes and programs are offered, 

along with one-on-one assistance. Each computer includes a range of software for web 

design, graphics, word processing, and other functions. Centers also have digital cameras, 

video cameras, scanners, and other equipment. Funds are provided so that printing is 

provided at no charge for homework and Center projects. 

While the stated goals of the centers are to provide youth with the skills they need 

to be prepared to compete in the information economy, the classes and services are also 

designed to introduce low-income youth to a range of digital opportunities, such as game 

design, that may spark their interest.  

MY ROLE AS RESEARCHER 

In my ethnographic research in after-school programs’ classrooms, I take on the 

role of participant observer (Spradley, 1980). The goal of the researcher in participant 

observation is two-fold. First, researchers participate in activities as a way to gain insight 

into the purposes, operations, and functions of activities. During the workshops, I was 

active in answering the students’ questions and in some cases, learning new skills, since I 

was not always familiar with the projects. The second goal of a researcher in participant 

observation is to observe the processes that take place in the activities. Acting as 

participant observer was also invaluable in gaining rapport with the students, since they 

were able to see me as someone who was not just observing their behavior, but an active 
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participant in the workshop activities. Building rapport with the students was essential in 

making them feel comfortable answering my questions and participating in interviews.  

DATA COLLECTION AND INSTRUMENTS 

My research design uses a number of different data collection methods, including 

participant-observation, semi-structured interviews with girls and teachers, self-

administered questionnaires, and analysis of primary and secondary materials. In this 

section, I explain how each of these methods help me to answer my research questions as 

well as comment on the methodological concerns that arise in each data collection 

activity. Also, I describe  my data analysis. 

Research Question 1: How do the three organizations conceptualize technological 
literacy? 

Viewing each selected organization as unique communities of practice, I seek to 

understand the values and goals of the institutions that are embedded in their cultural 

practices of technological literacy education (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1999). 

Wenger defines a community of practice as a group of people who come together for 

common purposes. Members in a community of practice engage in shared endeavors, 

share knowledge with each other, and have a shared repertoire of resources, such as 

experiences, tools, or ways of addressing problems (Wenger, 1999, p. 73). Interviews 

with program staff and analysis of program materials will help me to better understand 

the values and norms of technological literacy embedded in each of my selected cases. 

Specifically, I look for the communication dimensions of technological literacy found in 

national standards, as well as the communication capabilities I have identified. 
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Interviews with Program Staff  

Interviews with program staff involved in the design and implementation of the 

three cases, including the program director and teachers, examine what values and norms 

are embedded within the organizations. Interviews are open-ended to allow for further 

inquiry into areas that emerge. During the interviews, I ask questions about how staff 

view the role of the program in youths’ lives, as well as how they see their roles as 

connecting to the broader goals of the organizations. I look at how teachers and staff 

think about the program, how they define technological literacy, what challenges girls 

and minority youth face in relation to technologies, and what they hope students will take 

away from the program. An interview schedule is included in Appendix 1. 

In my analysis of the interviews, I look for how program staff envision 

communication capabilities increasing youths’ technological literacy. While I am 

particularly interested in the communication dimensions of technological literacy, my 

interview questions allow flexibility when other categories related to communication 

capabilities emerge. I group program staff’s responses into categories related to 

communication dimensions of technological literacy as a strategy to make comparisons 

with my other data sources, such as program materials and observations. Additionally, I 

look for how the interview responses agree or differ with my findings from other data 

collection methods, including program materials and observations of teachers in the 

classroom. 

Program Materials 

Analysis of program materials, including grant applications, marketing and 

promotional materials, research reports, written materials that describe the projects that 

the students undertake, and curricula materials provide further inquiry into an 

understanding of how technological literacy is conceptualized. In my analysis of program 
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materials, I look both for how programs frame the purposes of technological literacy and 

the desired outcomes and goals. Since I am interested in how the organizations 

conceptualize technological literacy, I look for specific language used in these materials 

that reflect values, norms, and beliefs about technological literacy and its role in girls’ 

lives. 

Research Question 2: How is technological literacy implemented in the 
organizations’ workshops? 

I answer this question through participant-observation of multimedia workshops. 

In particular, I focus my observations on teachers’ interaction with the students and 

students’ interaction with their peers.  In my analysis, I look for how teachers conveyed 

the communication dimensions of technological literacy. Additionally, I provide analysis 

of how the materials, such as worksheets or project instructions, distributed during the 

workshops conveyed communication dimensions of technological literacy. 

Observations 

Observations help me to see how technological literacy is implemented in the 

classroom. Each of the organizations provides multimedia workshops for youth. From 

March-August 2007, I observed nine multimedia workshops at the Girl Scouts. Each 

workshop lasted two hours and included girls, ages 11-16. Additionally, I observed one 

week-long summer camps. At the beginning of each of the workshops, I introduced 

myself to the parents and girls as they arrived. I explained the purpose of my study and 

asked for their informed consent. After the parents left, I introduced myself again to the 

girls, explained that I was interested in learning more about them and how they felt about 

technology, and mentioned that I was looking for girls to interview at the end of the 

workshop. During the workshops, I took notes on the language that teachers used to 

explain the activities. I also took notes on interactions that took place between students 
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and teachers, as well as among students. I also collected key materials that teachers used, 

such as worksheets. After the workshops, I transferred the girls’ completed projects onto 

a USB hard-drive and identified who made the project. Some girls did not save their final 

projects, so I had to exclude these projects from my analysis. Additionally, after each 

workshop, I expanded on my notes, elaborating on my observations and expanding on my 

interpretations of the events that occurred. In my notes, I also made comparisons to other 

workshops, noting similarities as well as differences in the ways in which technological 

learning was conveyed to the girls and how I saw the girls responding to the workshops.  

 During November-December 2007, I observed two multimedia workshops at  

DYC, “Hip Hop Beatmaking” and “Videogame Design.” My observational methods were 

similar to those used during the Girl Scouts workshops. However, due to limitations of 

the computers at the center, I was unable to save the students’ final projects. 

My observations at Club Chica differed from the other two case studies. Club 

Chica offers after-school programs in 18 elementary, middle, and high schools in Texas. 

The same group of girls attends after-school programs throughout the school year, and 

girls often continue with Club Chica for multiple years. Unlike the Girl Scouts or DYC 

workshops, which are only offered during a two-hour time period, Club Chics is an on-

going program that allow girls to participate in projects that take longer to plan and 

implement. During a six-week period from March-May 2008, I observed seven girls 

attending the after-school program at an area middle school. During this time, girls 

planned and shot a digital video about vampires. During my observations, I took notes on 

the teacher’s interaction with the girls and the girls’ interaction with their peers.  

Research Question 3: How do youth respond and relate to technological learning? 

My third research question examines how youth themselves think about digital 

technologies. To answer this research question, I observed students during the 
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workshops. I also answer this question through interviews, questionnaires, and analyses 

of their projects. In my analysis, I examine what aspects of technological literacy that 

youth value and see relevant to their lives. 

Peer Interaction 

In order to better understand how collaboration may influence students’ 

technological literacy, I observe students’ interaction in the classroom. In my 

observations I looked for the forms in which collaboration takes place, such as how 

students encourage each others’ learning, share information, and make decisions about 

how to approach their projects.  

Assignments/Project Content 

In order to understand how youth responded to technological learning, I looked at 

students’ projects. After each Girl Scout workshop, I transferred completed projects to a 

USB drive and categorized the projects by the date of the workshop and the number I 

have assigned to the participant. In the case of DYC and Club Chicas, I was able to 

collect some of the projects. When I was not able to collect the projects, either because 

the projects were not finished or because I did not have the technical capacity to save 

them, I took notes in my observations of their finished projects. In my analysis of the 

projects, I look individually at how students appropriated knowledge from the workshop. 

I look at the use of language and graphics to see how students uniquely addressed the 

activities. Next, I made comparisons of the projects within each of the workshops and 

look for variations among the projects. In my analysis of their projects, I look for aspects 

of creativity and self-expression, as well as self-representation. In order to analyze 

students’ self-expression in their projects, I draw on Barbara Rogoff’s (1993) definition 

of creativity. She writes that creativity can be seen in the ways in which individuals make 
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meaning and make links between situations based on their understanding and 

experiences. Learning is characterized by what Rogoff (1993) calls “participatory 

appropriation” (p. 121). Participatory appropriation refers to the process through which 

individuals transform their skills through their participation in sociocultural activities. In 

my analysis of students’ projects, I look for ways in which students appropriated 

knowledge from the workshops as well as ways that they built upon their own knowledge 

and experiences. I do this through identifying the outside knowledge that students added 

to the projects. Outside knowledge can be incorporated in a variety of ways. For example, 

girls may draw on popular culture, such as movies and music, to reflect their specific 

tastes. Or, they may incorporate technological knowledge, such as knowledge of how 

other computer applications can aid in the completion of activities in the workshops. For 

example, in one workshop I observed, two girls used Microsoft Powerpoint to design 

backgrounds for their newsletters that were created in Microsoft Word. When I asked 

them why they were using Powerpoint, they told me that they just learned how to use the 

program in school and wanted to apply that knowledge to the project at hand. 

Interviews  

Interviews with girls attending the Girl Scouts and Club Chicas illuminates girls’ 

attitudes and beliefs about technology as well as their responses to the multimedia 

workshops.18 I have developed three categories of questions. First, I asked the girls about 

their membership in the Girl Scouts and Club Chicas, including how long they have been 

in the programs and what they enjoy about being a member. Analysis of these questions 

provides insight into how girls’ see the importance of the after-school programs in their 

lives. Additionally, I use these responses to better understand girls’ membership in 

specific communities of practice. Next, I ask specific questions about their participation 
                                                
18 Due to time and space limitations at DYC, I was unable to conduct interviews. 
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in the workshops, including the project they created and the processes they engaged in, 

including classroom dynamics. Analyses of these questions provide me with insight into 

the classroom dynamics that emerged in my observations. Finally, I ask general questions 

about their feelings about technology as a way to understand the role that technology 

plays in their lives. I use the term “technology” to see how girls themselves define this 

term. A copy of my interview schedule is attached in Appendix 5.  

In my analysis, I group the girls’ responses into categories including girls’ 

attitudes about technology and responses to classroom dynamics. I look for similarities 

and differences within girls’ responses to better understand how girls relate to 

technology, as well as the range of attitudes about technology that are reflected in my 

sample. 

Questionnaire 

In order to gain further insight into girls’ reactions to the Girl Scouts workshops, I 

developed a self-administered questionnaire that was given to all the girls upon 

completion of each Girl Scout workshop. I did not administer the questionnaire at DYC 

or Club Chicas because of limitations of time and space.  The questionnaire has Likert-

scale questions. Likert scale questions are useful for examining the strength of girls 

agreement or disagreement with a number of statements (Punch, 2003; Yates, 2004). The 

questionnaire focuses on three main areas: group participation, individual participation, 

and individual attitudes. For example, questions about teacher interaction are designed to 

assess how the role of the teacher contributed to girls’ learning. Questions about peer 

interaction are designed to assess to what degree girls’ participated with their peers in 

completing projects. Questions about their reaction to the activity are designed to gauge 

how they enjoyed the activity. In the last part of the questionnaire, I ask general questions 
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about girls’ attitudes about technologies. A copy of the questionnaire is attached in 

Appendix 6. 

My analysis of the questionnaire is mainly descriptive, as a way to describe the 

basic features of my sample. I measure the frequency and means within each response 

item. I will compare the results to my observations and interviews with girls, both within 

each workshop and across each workshop. I collected 69 questionnaires from March-

August 2007. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

As Spradley writes, analysis “refers to the systematic examination of something to 

determines its parts, the relationship among the parts, and their relationship to the whole” 

(p. 85). The goal of my analysis is to find patterns that help me to understand the culture 

of each of my three cases and to develop explanatory frames for understanding the ways 

in which technological literacy is conveyed and received in the programs. In my analysis, 

I look for what communication dimensions of technological literacy are present in each 

of the five domains I have identified, including attitudes and beliefs, teachers’ interaction 

with students, students’ interaction with peers, curricula, and content. The following is a 

list of the communication dimensions of technological literacy that I look for in my case 

studies:  

1. self-expression and creativity 

2. collaboration 

3. critical literacy 

4. access to relevant content 

5. self-representation and self-interest 

6. learning how to communicate about technology 

7. freedom to achieve what youth value. 



 77 

Additionally, I look for other communication dimensions that emerge. I look for these 

communication dimensions not only in my analysis of program materials, but also 

through interviews with staff and observations of workshops. Next, I place these 

communication dimensions within the economic, democratic, and social rationales for 

technological literacy to better understand the underlying assumptions of each of these 

dimensions. For example, the Girl Scouts emphasize the importance of creativity and 

self-expression for encouraging girls’ confidence with digital technologies. However, 

grant materials tend to highlight the importance of self-expression for encouraging girls 

to pursue STEM careers, emphasizing the economic rationale for technological literacy. 

Connecting the communication dimensions to these rationales will help illuminate the 

overall meaning of each selected case. Additionally, I look for differences between how 

youth and program staff frame the importance of technological literacy as a way to better 

understand what other issues are important to consider in after-school programs aimed at 

addressing the digital divide.  

Yin (2003)provides four criteria for high quality case study analysis: 

1. attend to all the evidence; 

2. address all major rival interpretations;  

3. address the most significant aspect of your case study;  

4. use the researcher’s own prior expert knowledge. (p. 137) 

I increased the validity of my interpretations through triangulation of my data sources. 

Additionally, I used member checking, through sharing my results staff, as a way to 

increase the reliability of my analysis. Finally, I compare my results between all three 

cases to look for comparisons not only in how each program conceptualizes technological 

literacy, but also the strategies used in the classrooms.  

Table 1 outlines my research questions and data collection methods. 



 78 

Table 1. Research Design 

Research Questions Data Collection Methods 
RQ1: How is technological literacy conceptualized? Interviews with program staff 

 Grant materials 

 Curriculum materials 

R2: How is technological literacy implemented in the 
classroom? 

Observations in the classroom 

R3: How do youth respond to technological literacy and 
learning? 

Interviews with youth participating in 
programs 

 Self-administered questionnaires 

 Projects 

 Observations 

 

ETHICAL CONCERNS 

Since I am an adult researcher studying minor participants, I recognize that there 

are a number of ethical concerns, including protecting participants’ privacy and 

confidentiality, and obtaining their informed consent. My Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) approval number for this study is IRB 2006-07-0070. As students arrived at the 

workshops, I introduced myself to both students and their parents. I explained the goals 

of my study and asked parents for their informed consent to allow their children to 

participate in the study. I also obtained informed consent from the students themselves. A 

copy of the consent form is attached in Appendix 7.  

At the beginning of each of the workshops, I introduced myself again to students 

and spoke about the goals of my study. I explained to the students that I would be asking 
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them questions about their projects and about their motivations for attending the 

workshops. I emphasized that they are not required to answer these questions if they do 

not want to. I took handwritten notes during the observations and identified participants 

by  numbers to ensure their anonymity. 

During my interviews, I explained to my participants that they could end the 

interviews at any time if they felt uncomfortable. I also let them know that if there were 

specific questions they did not want to answer, they do not have to. When I transcribed 

the interviews, I identified participants by numbers and did not identify them by any 

personal information. All of the participants’ names have been changed in order to 

protect their privacy. 

STUDY LIMITATIONS 

There are several limitations to this study. First, this study is limited to only three 

case studies and should not be generalized to other cases. My goal in conducting three 

case studies is to better understand how the attributes and practices of these particular 

programs may illuminate a communication approach to technological literacy. 

Second, I need to be aware of the limitations of my data collection methods. My 

research design uses several data collection methods as a way to triangulate the data and 

ensure validity. However, there are a number of limitations to these methods, especially 

with participant-observation and interviewing children. As a participant-observer, I need 

to be aware that my presence can influence the way people interact in the workshops, 

especially as I ask questions for clarification. Additionally, my observations may not 

accurately reflect what is going on in the workshops. I account for this limitation in my 

follow-up interviews and analysis of questionnaire responses.  

There are several issues to consider when interviewing children (Boggs & Eyberg, 

1990; I. Butler & Williamson, 1994). In particular, minors can be influenced by the 
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unequal power relationship between an adult and a child. My adult status may cause 

problems in eliciting response and collecting information. I address this limitation by 

allowing my participants to be interviewed in groups, if they prefer. Additionally, I may 

have difficulty interpreting my participants’ thoughts since there is a generational 

difference between me and them. I account for this limitation by follow-up questions that 

help to clarify the language that my participants use.  
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Chapter 4: “Where Girls Grow Strong”: Technological Literacy and the 
Girl Scouts 

The Girl Scout Law 
 

I will do my best to be: 
Honest and fair 

Friendly and helpful 
Considerate and caring 

Courageous and strong, and 
Responsible for what I say and do. 

And to 
Respect myself and others, 

Respect authority, 
Use resources wisely, 

Make the world a better place, 
And to be a sister to every Girl Scout. 

(Girl Scouts of the USA, 2008d) 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I draw on grant materials, interviews with program staff, and 

qualitative content analysis of curriculum materials to provide an overview of how the 

Girl Scouts conceptualize technological literacy in the Girls Technology Program (GTC) 

program. Launched in 2000, the GTC program aims to increase girls’ interest in science, 

technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields through providing innovative 

curriculum that reflects their interests. Key to my analysis of technological literacy in the 

Girl Scouts GTC program is an understanding of the culture and norms of the Girl Scouts 

organization. The Girl Scouts aims to foster girls’ self-development through offering 

them opportunities to participate in a range of activities that reflect their interests (Girl 

Scouts of the USA, 2008b). Technological literacy is seen as an extension of these goals.  

First, I provide background on the history of the Girl Scouts, both at the national 

level and locally in Texas. The Girl Scouts organization stresses the importance of 
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leadership and collaboration, connecting these goals to girls’ overall self-development. 

The GTC program integrates the goals of the Girl Scout program by providing 

opportunities for girls to earn badges for their participation in computer-related activities. 

Additionally, access is a key goal of the Girl Scouts program, as reflected in the motto 

“for every girl everywhere” (Girl Scouts of the USA, 2008b). In Girl Scouts terms, 

access refers to making programs accessible to girls and addressing the particular 

socioeconomic or geographic barriers to girls’ participation. The GTC program addresses 

issues of access by offering programs not only in their computer lab, but also providing 

mobile laptop computers to girls living in rural communities. The concept of access also 

is reflected in the diversity of programming offered to girls, ranging from workshops 

about fashion design to videogame design. 

Next, I show how the GTC program incorporates national standards of 

technological literacy into its program, including learning technological concepts, 

research and information fluency, self-expression and creativity, communication and 

collaboration, and critical thinking and problem-solving. In my analysis, I discuss how 

the GTC program frames technological literacy in terms of its economic, democratic, and 

social benefits for girls. 

BACKGROUND OF THE GIRL SCOUTS 

In this section I provide a history of the Girl Scouts, both nationally and in Texas, 

in order to understand how technological learning extends the goals of the overall 

program. Since its inception, the Girl Scouts have emphasized the connection between 

girls’ self-development and their involvement in the broader community. The program 

encourages girls’ physical, social, and emotional development. To this end, the program 

provides girls with activities to pursue their own interests and encourages leadership 

opportunities. The GTC program aims to fulfill the mission of the Girl Scouts by 
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increasing girls’ technological literacy, preparing them to pursue their own interests, such 

as hobbies and leisure activities, opening up new career opportunities, and applying their 

learning to develop service projects to better their communities. 

Juliette Low started the Girl Scouts movement in the U.S. in 1912, a time of great 

economic and social change (Biegert, 1998). Also called the Progressive Era, the turn of 

the century was marked by social and moral reform. Women played an important role as 

social reformers, promoting the idea that in order for women to protect their role in the 

domestic sphere, they should enter the public sphere and be actively involved in policy 

issues ranging from education to health (Ryan, 1992).  

In addition to encouraging women’s activism, the Progressive Era was also 

marked by changing conceptions of childhood and youth. The rise of industrialization in 

the nineteenth century brought young people to urban areas to find work. Additionally, 

Stanley Hall’s (1922) work on childhood development was influential in identifying a 

new stage of development, which he called adolescence. Hall described adolescence as a 

period of transition, defined primarily by psychological and physiological changes such 

as moodiness, engaging in risky behavior, and conflict with parents. Several youth 

organizations, including the Boy Scouts and the Girl Scouts, developed during this time 

to address the specific challenges that youth face. 

Low’s goal for the Girl Scouts was to provide girls with opportunities to move out 

of the isolation of the domestic sphere into a more public role through their involvement 

in community service and outdoor activities (Girl Scouts of the USA, 2008b). Her goal 

was to encourage independence in girls, through teaching them a range of skills, such as 

outdoor survival skills, cooking, and sewing. Additionally, she was interested in instilling 

a sense of citizenship in girls, by encouraging them to be leaders in their communities.  



 84 

Biegart (1998) contextualizes the importance of encouraging girls’ independence and 

citizenship, writing, 

while today they [the Girl Scouts and the Boy Scouts] are generally considered to 
be harmless defenders of traditional values, in fact both organization started out as 
somewhat radical movements that challenged the ‘traditional values’ of their 
times. As such, they both helped to reshape gender constructions at a time of 
upheaval in the Western world.  (p. 2) 

Since its founding, the Girl Scouts has interpreted its mission to focus on different 

aspects that are important to girls’ lives, such as education, health and nutrition, and 

career development. The Girl Scouts of the USA has grown to a membership of nearly 

four million girls and adults worldwide (Girl Scouts of the USA, 2008b). The overall 

mission of the Girl Scouts follows the goals of developmental democracy by offering 

programs to help girls develop into holistic citizens who will then contribute to the good 

of society. As stated on their Web site: “the Girl Scout program can change the way girls 

see the world and their place in it. Girls learn the importance of personal responsibility, 

the value of goal-setting, the spirit of teamwork, and the thrill of accomplishment” (Girl 

Scouts of the USA, 2008b). The Girl Scouts stresses individual development through 

encouraging girls to pursue their own interests and offers a number of activities ranging 

from general interest projects in specific hobbies to career training and information. 

These interests range from hobbies and traditional feminine activities, such as sewing and 

cooking, to nontraditional activities, such as engineering. Through their participation, 

girls “develop to their full potential, relate to others with increasing understanding, skill, 

and respect, develop a meaningful set of values to guide their actions and to provide for 

sound decision-making” (Girl Scouts of the USA, 2008b). Additionally, the Girl Scouts 

organization makes the connection between individual development and social 

development, encouraging girls’ participation in the broader community. Community 

service and social involvement are key components of the program and are integrated 



 85 

into program areas, which range from financial literacy, health and wellness, the arts, 

community outreach, and STEM.  

The Girl Scouts organization has both national and local reach. At the national 

level, The Girl Scouts of the USA is the overarching organization that develops by-laws, 

conducts research on issues such as health and education, and advocates for policy 

changes to positively affect girls’ lives. On the local level, Girl Scout councils are located 

throughout the U.S. Each council is committed to serving the overall goals of the 

organization, oversees local programming, and provides resources for troops. A troop is 

the smallest level of organization and is comprised of adult volunteers and girls clustered 

by age, including Daisys (ages 5-6), Brownies (ages 6-8), Juniors (ages 8-11), Cadettes 

(ages 11-14) and Seniors (ages 14-17). Troops participate in activities to earn badges. 

Badges reflect a level of achievement in Girl Scout culture and are required to progress 

through the program. While there are some activities that are required, many of the troop 

activities are guided by the interests of adult volunteers and girls themselves. 

Girl Scouts Program: Badges and Interest Projects 

In Girl Scouts culture, increasing girls’ self-esteem serves two connected 

purposes. By completing projects and earning badges, the program aims to help girls feel 

more confident in themselves. In turn, girls’ participation in activities exposes them to a 

range of economic and social opportunities to imagine their future selves. Additionally, 

increasing girls’ confidence is also linked to encouraging their social participation, 

whether in careers or in the broader community.  

One of the important aspects of the Girl Scouts program is to reward girls for their 

achievements through badges. Badges themselves are central to Girl Scouts culture, not 
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only in recognizing an individual girl’s achievement, but also to signal when a girl can 

advance to the next level of scouting. Badges are often self-directed and girls and troops 

can choose which badges they want to work toward. Flexibility allows for girls to 

become more invested in the projects and activities in which they participate. Girls earn 

badges based on their ages. At the Brownie level (ages 5-6), girls can earn badges called 

“Try-its.” For example, the “Point, Click, and Go” Try-it focuses on learning to use a 

computer through such activities as learning the different components of the computer 

(the mouse, the keyboard, and how to turn the computer on), writing a story using the 

computer, and solving basic math problems using the computer. Juniors (ages 8-11) can 

complete a number of activities to earn a Bronze award. To earn this award, girls need to 

develop leadership and planning skills to create a project that makes a positive impact on 

their community. The project must take fifteen hours to complete. Girl Scouts ages 11-14 

can work toward their Silver Award, which “helps girls build skills, explore careers, gain 

leadership skills, and make a commitment to self-improvement” (Girl Scouts of the USA, 

2008c). Girl Scouts ages 14-18 must design a project that is “something that fulfills a 

need within a girls’ community, creates change, and hopefully, is something ongoing” 

(Girl Scouts of the USA, 2008a). For all of the awards, girls must document their 

achievements and submit a final report for approval to the Girl Scouts. 

Much of the curriculum for the Media Mavens series and the Document Herstory 

camp came from the book Interest Projects for Girls, Ages 11-14 (Girl Scouts of the 

USA, 1997). Each Interest Project (IP) outlines several requirements that girls must 

complete in order to earn the badge. In addition to earning a badge, IPs are seen as a type 

of enrichment activity, where girls are exposed to a range of activities or career paths. 

The following is a description of the goals of IPs: 
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Dreams are unique to each person and generally reflect an individual’s interests 
and aspirations. As a Girl Scout you have many opportunities to fulfill your 
dreams or simply to start hobbies that will enrich your daily life. Completing 
interest projects can be the first step along the way. (Girl Scouts of the USA, 
1997, p. 7) 

In order to earn an IP badge, girls must complete a series of activities under four 

broad headings: Technology, Skill Builders, Service Project, and Career Exploration. The 

“technology” activities require girls to learn about particular technologies and software 

programs. For example, in the Graphic Communication IP, one “technology” activity is 

to look at three different graphics programs used in desktop publishing and make a list of 

three skills the programs allow the girls to do. “Skill Builders” refers to the actual skills 

girls should learn within a particular subject area. For example, for the From to A to V IP, 

skills included learning how to create storyboards, creating a public service 

announcement, and watching a film to learn about how foley artists use special effects 

(Girl Scouts of the USA, 1997, p. 94). “Service Projects” require girls to apply their 

technological learning to developing a project that helps the broader community. For 

example, for the Desktop Publishing IP, girls can use their learning to help design a 

newsletter for a local nonprofit group. Finally, the “Career” component of the IP 

encourages girls to explore different career options within their interest areas. The 

requirements for the IP badge include completing 2 activities from “Skill Builders,” 1 

from “Technology,” 1 from “Career,” and 1 from “Service Project.” The 2 other activities 

can come from any of the four areas. The Interest Project book offers suggestions for 

activities within these categories and teachers work with girls to complete activities.  

As I will show in the upcoming sections, the IP curriculum emphasizes economic 

and democratic rationales for technological literacy. The IP curriculum highlights the 

importance of the economic benefits of technological literacy by encouraging girls to 

seek out information about possible careers and emphasizes the particular skills necessary 



 88 

for completing each IP. Additionally, the curriculum highlights the democratic 

dimensions of technological literacy, especially encouraging girls’ participation in the 

broader community through developing service projects. 

GIRLS TECHNOLOGY CENTER HISTORY 

The Girls Technology Center (GTC), launched in 2000 with funding from the 

Dell Foundation, is the first Girl Scout STEM program in the U.S. The GTC is housed in 

an administrative center of the Girl Scouts in Texas. The GTC has twelve desktop 

computers, as well as laptop computers used for traveling to rural locations. The GTC 

also has peripheral equipment, such as digital cameras, digital video cameras, 

microphones, and color printers that are used in program activities.  

When the GTC program was launched in 2000, it was modeled after another all-

girls STEM program, called Techbridge, located in Oakland, California and funded by 

the National Science Foundation. This focus on skill development is reflected in the name 

of the original Girl Scouts GTC program, the Science, Technology, Engineering, and 

Mathematics (STEM) Empowerment Initiative. The goal of the STEM Empowerment 

Initiative was to provide “innovative curricula, hands on activities, interaction with 

mentors, field trips and career exploration” (Texas Girl Scouts, p. 2).  

Since its inception in 2000, the GTC program has incorporated the Girl Scouts 

mission of self-development in its conceptualization of the program. From the beginning, 

the GTC positioned itself as best equipped to serve girls because of the overall Girl 

Scouts model:  

The Girl Scout program seeks to help young girls synthesize what they learn in 
the traditional classroom environment together with how they live their personal 
lives – and in a sense, the program aims to influence their personal and 
professional outlook as well as their lifestyle. The [GTC] curriculum includes 
learning about the importance of team work and leadership - in and out of the 
classroom. (Wright, 2001) 
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The GTC offers a range of programs for Girl Scouts. Scheduled workshops are 

offered after-school and on weekends and open to any girl who wants to participate.20 

The Media Mavens series and the Animated Game Design workshop, which are included 

in this study, were scheduled workshops. The Media Mavens series was a group of six 

multimedia education workshops designed to introduce girls to different forms of 

audiovisual communication, ranging from desktop publishing to video production. The 

Animated Game Design workshop was designed to teach girls Flash programming to 

design their own video games. Additionally, troops can schedule a specialized, private 

workshop in areas such as Web site design or digital photography. There is a small fee 

for participating in programs. Programming is designed to allow girls to earn badges, 

such as Try-Its or Interest Projects, as they learn technology-related skills, such as 

robotics and computer software. Finally, the GTC also offers week-long summer camps 

where girls have the opportunity to participate in activities around a central theme and 

earn badges over the course of a week.  Document Herstory was a week-long summer 

camp which focused on the concept of documentation. 

Since the beginning, the GTC has adapted its program to appeal to girls’ changing 

interests. The GTC offers a variety of activities and workshops for girls. In addition to 

focusing on traditional STEM subjects, such as science and computer programming, the 

concept of “STEM” has been expanded to include a range of activities, including media 

and communications. As Chandra Singh, director of the GTC, commented, increasing 

gender diversity in STEM fields is one of the most pressing issues facing girls today.21 

One of the key features of the GTC is that it provides girls opportunities to 

participate in technological learning through offering scheduled workshops and 

                                                
20 While most of the girls who attend the GTC program are Girl Scouts, girls are not required to be 
members to participate. 
21 Singh, Personal Communication, 26 October 2007. 
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opportunities for troops to utilize the resources of the computer lab to work on their own 

projects. This current model of the computer lab marks a shift from previous 

programming. Both Carole Black and Tracy Odom, who have been part of the GTC staff 

since 2000, commented that the original programming of the GTC was not that successful 

because of staff turnover, internal organizational issues, and lack of awareness among 

Girl Scouts about the program. Additionally, the original focus on skill development did 

not attract girls to the program. At the time, programming at the GTC was designed to 

encourage girls to enter and win science fair competitions. Summer camps helped girls 

develop their ideas and provided training on all aspects of science fair projects, including 

training on LEGO robotics, learning how to gather data, create PowerPoint presentations, 

and designing their models.  

Odom was wary of getting too involved with the GTC at the beginning because 

she felt that the original curriculum was not “girl-oriented” and instead focused too much 

on computer skills. Additionally, she felt that the policies for using the computers were 

too restrictive. For example, the laptop computers could only be used for Girl Scout 

troops who were located outside of a 50-mile radius of the Center. She was interested in 

using the laptops to offer computer-related activities, such as Web Design, to her troop, 

which was located near the Center. Although she was not directly involved with the GTC, 

she followed the development of the program.  

From 2000-2005, the focus of the GTC was to offer computer-based activities for 

Girl Scouts. However, when Singh started part-time as Technology Specialist in 2005, 

she expanded the model of the GTC from a program that provided workshops to Girl 

Scouts to also utilize the resources of the GTC by allowing Troops to schedule time to 

use the computers and the Internet. Singh commented,  
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I think my success and the success of the lab is because I changed the model 
completely. It was no longer “we offer this class and come sign up and do it.” It 
was more of “when do you want to come in and do a class” and offered it at your 
convenience type of workshop.22 

Singh credits the success of the GTC to the expansion of the program from a service-

based model, where workshops were advertised and girls signed up to attend, to also 

include a resource-based model, where troops could pick and choose which workshops 

were most useful for them. Troops can also design their own projects using the resources 

of the GTC. This approach to the computer lab allows girls to pursue their own interests.  

In addition to changing the structure of the way workshops were offered, Singh 

changed the curriculum from one focused on skills, to one in which technology was 

incorporated into every Girl Scout activity. Computer-related curriculum was 

incorporated into a variety of Girl Scouts activities as a way to emphasize the importance 

of the GTC. Singh commented, 

So whenever troop leaders wanted to do a Try it or a badge or something, they 
had this resource and they could come in there [the GTC] instead of the regular 
meeting point and we would take care of the whole thing in an interesting way. So 
if we did say, “world neighbors” you no longer used a map to look for a country, 
you used Google Earth to fly over the country, you used PowerPoint to put 
together a presentation about the country. So the girls learned so much apart from 
doing a traditional Girl Scout badge so that kind of made it so popular.23  

Singh credits this change in curriculum to the success of the program. The number of 

girls attending the GTC continues to increase. In October 2007, the GTC served close to 

600 girls. 

The GTC program aims to reach girls from a range of socioeconomic and racial 

and ethnic backgrounds. Throughout 2007, I observed 104 girls, ranging in age from 11-

                                                
22 Ibid. 
23 ibid. 
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17, participating in GTC programs. In total, 75 girls (72%) were White, 22 girls (21%) 

were Latina24 and 7 girls (7%) were African American.  

Program Goals 

In this section, I draw on grant materials, curriculum, and interviews with 

program staff to determine the program goals of the GTC. These goals include increasing 

girls’ access to computers and the Internet, increasing girls’ self-confidence in their 

technological learning, and exposing girls to career options. 

Table 2 describes the key program staff at the GTC. These staff members also 

participated in semi-structured interviews for this study. 

Table 2. Description of GTC Program Staff 

Name Description 
Carole Black GTC Instructor and Curriculum Developer. Has Extensive 

experience with the Girl Scouts, including being a Troop leader.  
Kate Pox GTC Instructor and Curriculum Developer. Started Troop 1500, a 

Girl Scout Troop for girls whose mothers are incarcerated. 
Tracy Odom GTC  Program Coordinator. In charge of scheduling and assisting 

with GTC programs. 
Chandra Singh GTC Director. Started working with the Girl Scouts in 2005 
Christine Grant GTC Instructor. Designed the Document Herstory camp 

Additionally, I provide qualitative analysis from grant documents to the Dell 

Foundation in 2001, 2004, and 2006. The majority of the GTC funding comes from the 

Dell Foundation. Michael Dell, founder of Dell Computers, is a resident of the Central 

Texas area and his foundation provides funding for a number of educational programs in 

the Texas, including the Digital Youth Center and Club Chica.  Dell is also the top 

private employer in Central Texas. The goal of the Dell Foundation is to partner with 

                                                
24 The Girl Scouts collects demographic information on the students attending their workshops. They use 
the term “Latina” in their materials to refer to girls of Hispanic decent. 
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community organizations and provide funding for programs that integrate technology into 

their educational missions. According to its Web site,  

through effective and strategic community partnerships, the Dell Foundation 
supports educational services programs that address the critical and most basic 
technology access needs of its neighbors in Dell Communities - prerequisites to 
success in the digital world. (Michael and Susan Dell Foundation, 2008a) 

The GTC received funding as part of the program Connected Communities grant, 

which provides $50,000 over a two-year period. To be eligible to receive funding, 

organizations must provide training programs to help children learn how to use the 

Internet and/or provide programs that increase access to computers and the Internet for 

communities with historically-limited access (Michael and Susan Dell Foundation, 

2008b). 

Access  

GTC programs are designed to bridge the digital divide, not only in offering 

training for girls in STEM subjects, but also in providing increased access to computers 

and the Internet. The GTC offers access not only through its computer lab, but also 

through its mobile computer lab, which contains several laptop computers. According to 

grant materials, the importance of mobility and access are framed in economic terms, 

primarily for creating a more productive workforce.  For example, in 2004, grant 

materials called for an expansion of the program from the computer lab to rural 

communities: 

The GTC encourages girls to develop an early interest in technology and, 
ultimately, maintain that interest as they mature to ensure a more diverse, 
dynamic, and productive workforce.  This is accomplished via overnight sessions, 
spring and summer camps, after-school programs, and Saturday programs.  The 
Edge consists of 15 computers and is augmented by GTC Express, a mobile 
computer lab which is used to reach girls in rural areas. (Texas Girl Scouts, 2004, 
p. 5) 
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Expanding the reach of the program to rural communities is especially important for girls 

who do not have access to computers at home.  

Many of the girls that attend GTC workshops have access to home computers, 

which gave them some familiarity with the basic functions of computers, such as how to 

launch applications and how to access the Internet. However, many of the girls spoke 

about how their access was limited by outdated computers or having to share computers 

with other family members. As a result of their limited access, they may not feel as 

confident in their skills or have opportunities to participate in creative projects. The GTC 

serves as a space to allow girls to extend their knowledge about computers in a single-sex 

environment. 

Changing Girls’ Attitudes: Self-Confidence and Career Options 

One of the major barriers to achieving gender equality in technological literacy is 

the dominant perception among girls that a computer is a male domain. Both grant 

materials and interviews with program staff highlighted the importance of changing girls’ 

attitudes about ICTS as a strategy for increasing their confidence in their abilities and 

exposing them to possible career options in STEM fields. 

In my interviews, program staff spoke about the importance of challenging 

traditional stereotypes and to “get girls out of the idea that they couldn’t do anything 

engineering, electronic, or mathematical.”25 Black comments, “the whole idea behind the 

GTC is to get girls out of cooking and camping into a more technological environment, 

which is the STEM.”26 Powell states,  

                                                
25 Black, Personal Communication, 2 December 2007. 
26 Ibid. 
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I think that one of the primary goals of what the GTC is all about is to pull these 
girls out and to show them that they can be engineers. They can be in the science 
field. They can do mathematics. They don’t have to be in the stereotype.27  

The GTC program extends the mission of the Girl Scouts to help build girls’ self-

esteem. As Odom stated, 

 The other goal of Girl Scouts is building girls of confidence and courage. And 
we’re building girls’ confidence and courage with computers and getting them out 
there. And giving them some sort of self-worth. You know [in] some of our older 
girl workshops, they are doing resumes and business cards and getting ready for 
job interviews. So we are building their confidence and their courage and “hey, I 
can actually do this” and trying to get rid of the taboo that’s out there that you’re a 
girl and you can’t do this.28 

Singh emphasizes not only the importance of increasing girls’ confidence through their 

participation at the GTC, but also the importance of confidence and self-esteem for 

expanding girls’ future career opportunities. As Singh commented, 

I hope that they go away appreciating that technology is not a scary thing. That 
they go away with the idea that they can do whatever they want to do. I mean if 
they are not interested in technology that’s different, but if they are interested, 
they are capable and they should be pursuing science and technology as a career 
and as an educational option. That’s my goal.29 

One of the strategies for challenging stereotypes is to provide innovative 

programming that takes the practice of technological literacy beyond just learning skills 

to incorporating these skills into activities that are interesting to girls. The GTC’s 

approach to ICTs, which integrates computer skills into traditional Girl Scouting 

activities, allows girls to make connections between ICTs and other democratic and 

social dimensions of technological literacy, such as applying their technological learning 

to develop service projects to better their communities. 

                                                
27 Pox, Personal Communication, 2 December 2007. 
28 Odom, Personal Communication, 2 December 2007. 
29 Singh, Personal Communication, 26 October 2007. 
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Both increased access to ICTs and increasing girls’ confidence with ICTs are 

designed to encourage girls to pursue careers in STEM fields. Exposing girls to career 

options in STEM is a major focus of the GTC. For example, the 2004 Dell grant report 

stated: 

Short-term benefits include better school performance for the participating girls, a 
safe environment free from delinquent behavior and distractions, and realization 
of the benefits of learning about the world outside their limited environment. 
Long-term benefits include making informed decisions about higher education, 
career, and personal growth (Texas Girl Scouts, 2004, p. 5). 

In 2006, the Dell grant included updated statistics about the rise of STEM jobs and 

stronger language about the importance of preparing girls to enter the workforce:  

In Girl Scouts, a future without science, technology, engineering, or math 
(STEM) just doesn’t add up.  The U.S. Department of Labor estimates that more 
than 60% of all jobs require some form of technology skills.  According to the 
National Science Foundation, women make up only 25% of the technology 
workforce, and only 10 per cent of the nation’s top technology jobs are held by 
women.  Studies show that young girls enjoy STEM just as much as boys do.  
Yet, by eighth grade, twice as many boys as girls show interest in STEM subjects 
and careers.  One reason is that academic stereotypes and social environments 
tend to steer girls away from STEM and toward the liberal arts and humanities.  
That puts girls at a disadvantage in the job market.  So it is crucial to keep the 
interest of girls in STEM subjects as they make critical education and career 
choices. (Texas Girl Scouts, 2006, p. 2) 

Career development is also an important aspect of the IP curriculum. Each IP 

contains “career exploration” activities that require girls to seek out information about 

career pathways. According to the IP curriculum, 

The Career Exploration activities will help you begin to connect careers with your 
interests and hobbies. By talking to and observing people in various fields, 
reading about the education and expertise required, and trying out some career 
exploration activities, you will gain insights into the preparation needed for the 
career you might like to pursue.” (Girl Scouts of the USA, 1997, p. 8). 

A goal of the Media Mavens series was to expose girls to career options in visual 

communication fields. 
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Program staff also spoke about the importance of providing girls with information 

about careers as part of the GTC program. For example, Singh spoke about how girls 

from different socio-economic backgrounds view the importance of education and 

careers. 

I think that it is natural that girls are interested (in careers) because they don’t 
have any experience and they don’t know what it is like. I was reading 
somewhere that when you talk to girls, or any kids for that matter, about say 
education, depending on the income level, say for the lower income level, 
education is something they aspire for and revere, not something that they do. For 
the middle class, it’s like “ok, it’s education it’s something you have to do to 
survive” and something to get ahead in life. And for the wealthy, it’s a given and 
it’s considered no big deal. So when you say higher education, each of them react 
in a different way. And I think a lot of the girls we serve are from economically 
disadvantaged backgrounds, because they don’t have access to computers. A lot 
of them who come into the GTC, they don’t know what it is like to be an anchor 
person, say in media, or a scientist. So if you want to get them thinking along 
those lines, they go “oh, so you need this education for this. And the biggest 
question is “what do you make?” and so you give them a range of salaries because 
they are curious.30 

HOW IS TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY CONCEPTUALIZED AT THE GTC? 

In the following sections, I draw on interviews with program staff, grant 

materials, and promotional and curriculum materials to show how technological literacy 

is understood in the GTC program. I highlight where these materials coincide with 

national standards of technological literacy, and also comment on other dimensions of 

technological literacy that are present.  

Technology Operations and Concepts  

Developing students’ basic knowledge about technologies is an important aspect 

of national technological literacy standards. According to Standard 6 of the National 

Educational Technology Standards (NETS), students should “demonstrate a sound 

                                                
30 Singh, Personal Communication, 26 October 2007. 
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understanding of technology concepts, systems and operations” (International Society for 

Technology Education, 2007). One way that students can demonstrate that they 

understand technology concepts is to select appropriate technologies to complete certain 

tasks. In addition to developing students’ basic understanding about technologies, this 

standard emphasizes adaptability, encouraging students to “transfer current knowledge to 

learning of new technologies” (International Society for Technology Education, 2007). 

Skill development was a major focus of grant materials. For example, in the 2001 

grant, writers outlined a number of skills that girls would acquire through their 

participation in the GTC program, including “internet exploration, downloading, 

bookmarking, creativity on the computer, digital photography, animation and much 

more” (Texas Girl Scouts, 2001, p. 3). 

While the grants emphasized the importance of skill development, they also 

stressed the importance of learning skills within the Girl Scouts program, which includes 

earning badges and adhering to the Girl Scouts Law and Promise. For example, in a 2000 

grant report, writers included several case studies that emphasized how the STEM 

curriculum would be taught within the Girl Scouts model:  

Participants from area middle schools attend weekly after-school classes 
exploring different STEM modules within a traditional girl scout instructional 
model that emphasizes team-work, respect, leadership and responsibility (Texas 
Girl Scouts, 2000, p. 2). 

In general, program staff also emphasized a skill-based understanding of 

technological literacy. To them, technological literacy denoted a basic competency with 

computers, such as feeling comfortable navigating the Internet and word processing. For 

example, when I asked Odom to define technological literacy she commented,  

to me computer literacy are those girls who are fortunate enough to have 
computers at home and unfortunately that is where they spend most of their time. 
They know their way around a Web page, pretty much. They know their way 
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around the basic word processing programs from writing reports and things at 
school.31  

Skill development is also an important component of the IP curriculum. Skill 

builders are “activities [that] will help you to develop the technical skills associated with 

your area of interest” (Girl Scouts of the USA, 1997, p. 8). Skill builders emphasize the 

economic rationales for technological literacy. Through teaching girls proficiency about 

the skills related to particular career paths, girls are better equipped to understand what 

type of training they may need to complete in the future should they pursue these careers. 

For each of the Visual Communication IPs, there was a suggested list of skills that girls 

should develop to earn the badge. For example, for the Desktop Publishing IP, skills 

included learning how to write a resume in a template in a word processing software 

program, designing stationary letterhead and business cards, and learning how to use the 

spell-check and grammar check (Girl Scouts of the USA, 1997, p. 88). For the From to A 

to V IP, skills included learning how to create storyboards, creating a public service 

announcement, and watching a film to learn about how foley artists use special effects 

(Girl Scouts of the USA, 1997, p. 94). 

Research and Information Fluency 

In addition to developing students’ basic understanding of technologies, national 

standards also mandate that students use digital technologies to develop a critical 

approach to information, in which they evaluate the information that they gather. Both 

Standard 3 of the NETS and Standard 17 of the International Technology Education 

Association (ITEA) address the importance of encouraging students to critically assess 

information. Standard 3 highlights the importance of “research and information fluency.” 

This standard suggests that beyond using digital technologies to gather information, 

                                                
31 ibid. 
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students should also be able to analyze, evaluate, and synthesize information. According 

to Standard 3, students should use digital technologies to: 

a. plan strategies to guide inquiry 

b. locate, organize, analyze, evaluate, synthesize, and ethically use information 
from a variety of sources and media. 

c. evaluate and select information sources and digital tools based on the 
appropriateness to specific tasks. 

d. process data and report results (Brooks-Young, 2007, p. 9) 

Standard 17 of ITEA extends the idea of critical literacy to also include an understanding 

of how media messages are created and what different functions, such as informing, 

persuading, or entertaining, that they may serve. For example, Standard 17 states that  

students should learn that “the design of a message is influenced by such factors as the 

intended audience, medium, purpose, and nature of the message. These factors should be 

taken into account when the message is created and transmitted to a particular audience” 

(International Technology Education Association, 2002, p. 170) 

Developing a critical approach to information is an important component of the IP 

curriculum, often outlined under the “skill builders” and “technology” sections of the 

curriculum. For example, in the Graphic Communications IP, one critical literacy skill 

includes: 

Look through a newspaper or magazine to find different examples of the 
following: an illustration, a photograph, and advertisement, a headline, and the 
text. Create your own newspaper or magazine pages. (p. 96) 

In that activity, students are required to learn about the different components of a 

magazine, then use digital technologies to create their own examples. 
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 Other activities require that students not only identify the different components of 

how media messages are constructed, but also analyze how these messages convey 

information. For example, one activity asks students to: 

Look at posters and fliers in your community. Analyze how designers use art, 
words, fonts, color and “white space-”—the area that contains neither art nor text. 
Design a poster or flier to be used as an announcement or invitation to an event, 
party, or family gathering. Share your creation with others. (p. 96) 

Both of these activities were used during the Media Mavens series. 

Self-Expression and Creativity 

In addition to emphasizing the importance of skill development, grant materials 

also emphasized the importance of encouraging girls’ self-expression and creativity as a 

strategy for increasing girls’ technological literacy. Self-expression and creativity are 

important components national standards of technological literacy. Standard 1 of the 

NETS emphasizes the importance of using technologies to “create original works as a 

means of personal or group expression.” Standard 1 also states that “students demonstrate 

creative thinking, construct knowledge, and develop innovative products and processes 

using technology.”  

In 2001, grant materials highlighted the importance of providing girls with 

opportunities to use digital technologies to express themselves: 

As recommended by AAUW (Tech Savvy, Educating Girls in the New Computer 
Age Report), girls will be educated to move beyond word processing and 
presentation software to solve real-life problems with technology.  Educators 
should help girls at a young age imagine themselves as designers and producers of 
software and games and express their imaginations and finally AAUW report 
recommended that girls, at a young age, have single-sex after-school opportunities 
to socialize and work on computer projects together. (Texas Girl Scouts, 2001, p. 
5) 

The grant connects these aspects of technological literacy to girls’ ability to pursue 

STEM careers. Girls need to express themselves as a way to imagine themselves 
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becoming designers and producers of software. The grant points out an important 

enabling condition of self-expression. Girls must first feel confident in their ability to 

express themselves before they can imagine themselves pursuing STEM career paths. 

 Program staff spoke about the importance of addressing girls’ specific interests in 

learning about ICTs and offering them opportunities to engage in creative projects. For 

example, Singh comments on the gender differences between girls’ and boys’ learning, 

arguing that girls must see a purpose to why they are using computers to engage in 

activities. Singh explains that girls “don’t want to just learn Flash just for the sake of 

learning Flash.” Instead, she suggests that girls are more interested in learning computer 

software programs if they can help them achieve a specific purpose, such as designing a 

videogame. She goes on to talk about the gender differences between boys and girls when 

it comes to technology, 

You give it [a computer program] to a guy and most times they are just going to 
sit there and fiddle with it. There is no end point in mind but they will just sit 
there and fiddle with it until they figure out how the tool worked whereas for 
girls, it’s got to be “why?” “Why the heck would I want that information if I am 
not going to use it?” You’ve got to show them a use for it, you’ve got to show 
them a public service element to it or some sort of public interaction to it, then 
they are very happy to learn whatever it is you are throwing at them based on that 
context.32  

In addition to offering girls opportunities to engage in creative projects that serve a 

purpose relevant to girls’ lives, Singh spoke about how boys and girls imagine different 

uses for technology: 

if you put the girls in a single gender environment, you see them explore 
technology in a very different way. Like when they create the robots that did the 
bunny hop, they had built and programmed the robots to do the bunny hop. But 
they decorated the robots to look like bunnies. I don’t think in a mixed gender 
environment they would have even considered that kind of thing.33  

                                                
32 ibid. 
33 ibid. 
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 In sum, the Girl Scouts approach to its programming extends national standards 

by addressing the gender differences between boys and girls when learning about 

technologies. They aim to develop creative projects that will be appealing to girls. 

Communication and Collaboration 

Standard 2 of the NETS states that students should learn to “communicate 

information and ideas effectively to multiple audiences using a variety of media and 

formats.” Program staff apply this standard by developing programming that encourages 

girls to participate in projects that allow them to communicate through different types of 

media, such as digital video. Program staff spoke about how communication, such as 

telling stories or engaging with others, is an area of particular interest to girls. The goal of 

the Media Mavens was to develop programming that would draw on girls’ interests in 

communication: 

We discovered also that girls will explore technology if it is in a nontraditional 
way. Like nobody signed up for a computer programming class. Absolutely 
nobody… But something like media, girls are more interested in. It’s something 
that they are drawn to naturally. So we partnered with Club Chica, whose mission 
is to empower girls in media. It’s a perfect collaboration. So they came in and we 
went through the Interest Project book and picked out all of the media-related 
projects and offered them in a series so girls had experience in all kinds of media, 
not just one particular workshop or one particular style of communication.34 

Singh’s comments about gender differences reflect trends in communication research. 

Media usage studies tend to suggest that women and men have different motivations for 

using communications technologies. While men use the Internet for seeking content and 

“surfing” women tend to use the Internet for communication purposes, such as emailing 

(Cherny & Weise, 1996; Cooper & Weaver, 2003; Dickerson, 2003; L. Y. Edwards, 

2005; Royal, 2004). Since the 1990s, research on gender and the Internet has focused on 

                                                
34 ibid. 
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the different ways that men and women use the Internet. While gender gaps online were 

an initial concern on the digital divide, a 2002 Pew Internet and American Life Project 

study reported that equal numbers of men and women use the Internet (Pew, 2002). 

Overall, this research suggests that men use the Internet for solo activities, such as 

surfing, and women use the Internet for communicating and keeping in touch with social 

networks (Royal, 2004; Shade, 1998). In a more recent study, older girls, ages 15-17 are 

labeled “power communicators and information seekers,” meaning that they use wireless 

technology at high levels, including text messaging, email, and cell phones. (Lenhart, 

Madden, & Hitlin, 2005). Being able to communicate with others is seen as a 

traditionally feminine activity. 

 The Girl Scouts make use of girls’ interest in communication to design relevant 

programming for girls, while also adhering to national standards of technological literacy. 

Critical Thinking, Problem-Solving, & Decision-Making 

According to Standard 4 of the NETS, students should learn how to use critical 

thinking skills to “plan and conduct research, manage projects, solve problems, and make 

informed decisions using appropriate digital tools and resources.” Part of this standard 

includes having students “plan and manage activities to develop a solution or complete a 

project.”  

One important aspect of the Girl Scouts program is to involve girls in service 

projects in their communities. The Girl Scouts curriculum extends this goal by 

encouraging girls to apply their technological learning to their broader communities. In 

each of the IPs, girls had to create a service project linking the skills they learned to 

involvement in the broader community: 
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As Girl Scouts you are familiar with lending a helping hand and contributing to 
your community. The activities in this category will help you to organize your 
endeavors in your community. (Girl Scouts of the USA, 1997, p. 8) 

The Girl Scout Program is founded on the principles of community involvement. 

According to the Web site, “leadership opportunities through Girl Scouting focus on 

engaging girls in discovering themselves, connecting with others, and taking action to 

make the world a better place”(Texas Girl Scouts, 2008).  

In order to earn the IP badge, girls need to complete one of the suggested service 

project activities For each of the service projects, girls should apply their technological 

learning to help a community organization. In the Desktop Publishing IP, service project 

ideas include, “design a logo or patch for a group using a desktop publishing or drawing 

software package and be involved in the pricing of the cost per unit for the finished 

product, create cards pr programs for a community group, compile a book of poems and 

illustrate them with desktop publishing software, or teach a group of younger Girl Scouts 

about desktop publishing” (p. 89). For the From A to V IP, girls can create an audiovisual 

project that highlights the benefits of Girl Scouting, create a multimedia presentation that 

includes community history, videotape and event in the community and make it available 

in the local library, volunteer to be a member of their school’s AV team, or volunteer to 

create a photo library for a local organization (p. 95).  

ANALYSIS 

In this section, I provide analysis of how the Girl Scouts understand technological 

literacy, in terms of its economic, democratic, and social benefits for girls. Additionally, I 

comment on how the Girl Scouts incorporate some aspects of national standards 

selectively according to their program goals and also add other aspects of technological 

literacy that they find important. 
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Broad Definition of Technology 

The Girl Scouts’ approach to technological learning reflects a broad definition of 

technology, as recommended by national organizations who define technological literacy 

standards. A key component of the GTC program is to define “technology” as more than 

just computer hardware and software. Both program staff and the Girl Scouts’ curriculum 

utilize a broad definition of “technology” in their curriculum offerings. For example, each 

IP includes a technology-related component. Technology encompasses more than just 

computers, as outlined by the IP curriculum: 

The activities in this category provide exposure to the ever-expanding world of 
technology. You should, however, view the term ‘Technology’ as including not 
just computers, and the Internet, but also advances and applications in areas such 
as media, sports, and medical equipment. (Girl Scouts of the USA, 1997, p. 8) 

Learning about technology is a key component in completing requirements for the 

IP badge. The “technology” section of the IP encourages girls to think about changes in 

different technologies used for visual communication, learn about particular software 

programs, and make comparisons between different types of technologies used to 

complete different tasks. For the Writing for Real IP, girls can “use a tape recorder or 

camcorder to prepare a local news story” (Girl Scouts of the USA, 1997, p. 111). For the 

Desktop Publishing IP, girls can visit a computer store to find out about the different 

computer hardware available for desktop publishing and its costs (Girl Scouts of the 

USA, 1997, pp. 88-89). 

Expanding the definition of technology beyond just ICTs follows the goals of 

other national organizations defining standards for technological literacy. For example, 

the International Technology Education Association (ITEA) encourages educators to 

incorporate concepts of technological literacy into several curriculum areas and teach 

students the importance of the effect of technology on the environment and the history of 
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technology. ITEA encourages teachers to apply student learning to areas including 

medical technologies, agricultural technologies, transportation technologies, as well as 

ICTs. The ITEA encourages educators to develop curriculum that applies students’ 

knowledge to solve real-world problems, such as environmental oil spills. Additionally, 

the American Association of University Women’s (2000) Tech Savvy report addresses the 

importance  of expanding girls’ critical understanding of technologies beyond ICTs. The 

AAUW recommends not only engaging girls with a range of technologies, but also 

expanding teachers’ pedagogical approaches. They encourage educators to move beyond 

just teaching girls proficiency in particular computer software applications to integrating 

technology-related components into activities that girls enjoy. 

Program staff follow the AAUW recommendations by applying this broad 

definition of technology to develop activities that will appeal to girls’ specific interests. 

As Odom commented, 

It [technology] is not all just about computers. We do so much more and you 
know the STEM program is what we call it. We have young people’s workshop, 
they are doing robotics for us. During the month of October, we had Mondays at 
the television station where the girls got to go to the news studio and watch a 
newscast and see how it was produced. So it’s not just computers. Technology is a 
whole lot of stuff in the mix. And normally when you say technology, the first 
thing that comes to the girls’ minds is computers and there is more to it. 35 

 In addition to broadening the definition of technology, national organizations 

recommend that educational programs also address how what types of knowledge are 

necessary to effectively use technologies.  “Technology,” then, does not just refer to the 

actual artifacts or devices that girls use to complete certain tasks, but also refers to what 

the artifacts allow girls to do. This notion of technology accords with the ITEA’s 

definition. The ITEA writes that technology “refers to the diverse collection of processes 

                                                
35 Odom, Personal Communication, 2 December 2007. 
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and knowledge that people use to extend human abilities and to satisfy human needs and 

wants” (International Technology Education Association, 2002, p. 2). For the Girl Scouts, 

ICTs are not just tools for achieving an end goal, such as the development of skills used 

to pursue careers in STEM fields, but can help enable girls in other aspects of their lives, 

such as building their capabilities to express themselves. 

Economic Frameworks 

While the Girls Scouts employ a broad definition of technology into their 

program, overall, much of the grant documents, curriculum materials, and interviews 

with program staff frame technological literacy in economic terms. Economic 

frameworks stress the benefits of technological literacy for economic gain, primarily for 

obtaining careers in STEM fields. Grant materials emphasized the importance of 

developing girls’ technological skills as a way to prepare them to enter the workforce. 

Additionally, program, staff relied on a narrow definition of technological literacy that 

stressed the importance of developing girls’ basic competencies with digital technologies. 

This emphasis on a skill-based approach to technological literacy ignores other 

aspects that can also have economic benefits for girls. For example, grant materials and 

interviews with program staff did not emphasize the importance of research and 

information fluency, an important aspect of technological literacy that can be helpful to 

girls as they may pursue different career choices. 

One of the reasons that the GTC may stress economic rationales may be due to 

the program’s funding sources. Economic rationales are particularly important for 

securing funding from corporate foundations. Some scholars argue that nonprofit 

organizations’ reliance on corporate funding can influence organizational missions 

(Froelich, 1999; Weisbrod, 1998). Much of the funding for the GTC comes from the Dell 

Foundation, who has a vested interest in ensuring that youth are prepared to enter the 
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workforce. Additionally, because Dell is a maker of computer hardware, the company is 

also interested in providing youth with training on how to use this equipment. Program 

staff did not speak specifically about how their funding sources may affect how the 

program is framed within their grant narratives. However, it is important to consider how 

this funding structure may affect the focus of informal education programs whose 

missions are to provide technological training to youth. 

While economic rationales may only focus on a limited approach to technological 

literacy, economic rationales are important for encouraging diversity in STEM fields. 

Many girls attending GTC workshops do not have access to female role models in these 

fields, potentially limiting their motivation to pursue STEM careers. By providing 

information to girls about their career options, program staff hope to open the realm of 

career possibilities for girls. Economic rationales, then, serve broader social goals of 

creating a diverse workforce. 

Developmental Frameworks 

In addition to economic rationales, interviews with program staff and analysis of 

curriculum materials also show developmental rationales, especially the importance of 

technological literacy for advancing girls’ self-development and increasing their 

participation in their communities. Developmental rationales highlight the importance of 

technological literacy for girls’ self-development, such as providing opportunities to 

express themselves and participate in communities of interest. Program staff emphasized 

the importance of providing girls with leadership opportunities, increasing their 

confidence in their abilities to achieve their own potential, and working in teams as 

important aspect to increasing girls’ individual self-development. The GTC program aims 

to address the specific barriers that girls face in becoming technologically literate. 

Promotional materials stress the interaction of gender on girls’ self-esteem, career 
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aspirations, and education (Wright, 2001). GTC programs aim to offer girls access to 

information that reflects their particular needs and interests and increase their capabilities 

to achieve their own potential. For example, program staff spoke about the gender 

differences between girls and boys when learning about computers. While boys may be 

content to learn a new computer program to exhibit their technological know-how, girls 

need to see an end result to their learning.  

Enabling Conditions 

The Girl Scouts frame the importance of self-expression and creativity in both 

economic and developmental terms. The GTC focuses on developing girls’ self-

confidence and creativity as a strategy for enabling them in STEM subjects and careers 

(Texas Girl Scouts, 2001). Girls must first feel confident in themselves before they can 

feel confident entering traditionally male-dominated fields. Additionally, program staff 

spoke about the importance of allowing girls opportunities to work on creative projects 

that reflect their own interests as a strategy for increasing their confidence with ICTs. 

Increasing opportunities for self-expression and creativity are especially important for 

girls who often feel discouraged from using ICTs for reasons such as lack of confidence, 

little access to role models, and limited access to ICTs. 

The Girl Scouts approach to technological literacy and self-expression go beyond 

existing national standards. While national standards highlight the importance of 

technological literacy for expressing one’s ideas, the standards do not make connections 

between how creativity and self-expression may contribute to individual self-

development. For example, Standard 17 of the International Technology Education 

Association (ITEA) suggests the importance of using multiple forms of digital media for 

expressing one’s ideas (International Technology Education Association, 2002). Standard 

1 of the National Educational Technology Standards (NETS) states that students should 
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“create original works as a means of personal or group expression” (Brooks-Young, 

2007, p. 9). These standards see ICTs as a vehicle for encouraging self-expression, 

emphasizing how self-expression and creativity are important for encouraging youth to 

develop innovative ideas. However, these standards do not consider how self-expression 

may also be an important component of adolescent development. Considering the 

developmental aspects of self-expression and creativity are especially important for girls 

who often face barriers to expressing themselves with ICTs, for reasons including lack of 

self-confidence, discrimination in traditional school settings, and lack of content that 

appeals to girls’ interests.  

Additionally, national standards do not address the preconditions necessary to 

enable youth to express themselves. As outlined in the 2001 grant, program staff 

recognize that girls need to participate in single-sex settings to increase their confidence 

in their abilities (Texas Girl Scouts, 2001). The Girl Scouts’ focus on single-sex 

programs reflects current research. Researchers often identify middle school as a time 

when girls begin to lose confidence in their academic abilities (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; 

Pipher, 1994). Factors that contribute to girls’ loss of self-esteem include an awareness 

that in a patriarchal society, girls’ physical attributes are valued over their academic 

achievements. As a result, programs such as the Girl Scouts encourage girls’ individual 

development. The goal of the Girl Scouts is to address the preconditions that enable girls’ 

self-expression, which includes building girls’ confidence through their participation in 

programs and acknowledging their achievements through rewarding them badges. The 

design of the GTC extends this approach to girls’ self-development by providing 

programming designed to increase girls’ confidence as a way to enable and encourage 

their self-expression through the use of ICTs. 
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Democratic Frameworks 

One of the important aspects of the GTC program is to apply girls’ technological 

learning to develop service projects to help their communities. The Girl Scouts’ notion of 

service projects extends how youth participation and citizenship are framed within media 

education literature. Scholars such as Buckingham (2003) and Sefton-Green (2000) argue 

for a model of media education that encourages youths’ production of media texts. This 

production model of pedagogy allows youth to make media that reflects their interests 

and concerns and encourages them to engage in democratic dialogue. Beyond media 

education in the classroom, other media education scholars, such as Livingstone (2007), 

examine youths’ civic engagement through their participation in online activities. 

Recognizing that civic participation by youth is often seen as an apathetic rather than an 

active endeavor, Livingstone et al. (2005) study how youths’ online activities are 

connected to a broader notion of democratic participation. The central concern in their 

study is whether young people’s lack of civic participation is because of lack of 

motivation, narrowly defined notions of citizenship, or the decline of institutional 

structures within which young people are socialized and able to participate in adult roles. 

In their study, they gauged democratic participation by the types of civic Web sites youth 

visited. They defined civic Web sites as charity sites, government site, environmental 

sites, sites concerned with human/gay/children’s rights, and sites concerned with 

improving conditions at school/work (Livingstone et al., 2005, p. 295). In the end, they 

argue that if stakeholders want youth to participate in civic activities, they should broaden 

what is considered part of youth participation and acknowledge how youths’ access to 

traditional civic activities is often limited.  

Few media scholars see the concept of community involvement as an important 

aspect of technological literacy. The IP curriculum encourages girls’ community 
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involvement by making connections between their learning and the broader community. 

This democratic approach to technological literacy extends national standards by 

emphasizing the importance of youths’ participation in their communities. 

Social Frameworks  

Social frameworks stress the importance of technological literacy for participating 

in everyday life. One goal of the program is to encourage girls to feel comfortable in their 

everyday uses of technology to help them succeed in all aspects of their lives, whether in 

their personal or professional endeavors. In 2001, grant materials highlighted the social 

goals of technological literacy which were: “To develop a girl’s self-confidence in her 

own creative abilities; To develop valuable computer skills that will help girls later in 

life; To give girls the skills needed to become imaginative users of technology; To 

develop a Girl Scout Leader’s comfort level with new technologies and science” (Texas 

Girl Scouts, 2001, p. 7).  

A social approach to technological literacy underscored many of the activities at 

the GTC. As Black commented, “if you think about it this way, if they want to be 

homemakers, there’s science and math and chemistry in that and not to brush it off.”36 

This strategy of connecting technological literacy to girls’ everyday lives became 

apparent in the curriculum. For example, in the Summer 2007, Black and Pox developed 

a camp titled “Toad’s School of Magic,” which was closely related to the popularity 

around the Harry Potter series. For the camp, girls learned about science and technology 

in the everyday world. Black and Pox also developed another camp called “Girl Scouts 

Go Green,” where girls learned about how to participate in activities that would have 

limited environmental impact. For example, girls participated in a sleep-over where they 

                                                
36 Black, Personal Communication 
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did not use any electricity and instead found other ways to entertain each other, since as 

playing cards. 

Recognizing the importance of technological literacy for girls’ participation in 

their everyday lives extends rationales for national standards, which often frame the 

importance of technological literacy for preparing youth to enter the workforce. Instead, 

the Girl Scouts program takes a more comprehensive approach to technological literacy, 

applying its significance to everyday activities in which girls engage, such as Raising 

girls’ awareness about alternative energy sources or how to make informed choices about 

their consumption. 

Communication Dimensions of Technological Literacy 

Program staff spoke about the importance of developing programs that allow girls 

to communicate. Communication, then, was seen as an activity of particular interest to 

girls. However, program staff framed communication narrowly, mostly in terms of an 

activity that they incorporate into developing creative projects to interest girls. This 

narrow focus on communication failed to address how communication is an important 

component of technological literacy that can enable girls’ self-development and 

participation in the broader community. Thus, other communication dimensions of 

technological literacy, such as self-representation and learning to communicate about 

technology, were not present in the conceptualization of the program. The Girl Scouts’ 

approach to communication can be expanded to address how communication is an 

important aspect of technological literacy. For example, the GTC could offer programs 

that allow girls to represent their own interests or points of view. Thus, producing a short 

video would not only be an activity interesting to girls, but would also give value to girls’ 

perspectives. 
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CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I showed how technological literacy is conceptualized in the GTC 

program. Grant materials primarily emphasize the economic benefits of technological 

literacy, including providing girls with computer skills so that they can pursue careers in 

STEM fields. However, interviews and analysis of curriculum materials show a more 

nuanced approach to technological literacy that also emphasizes the developmental 

benefits of technological literacy. The GTC provides opportunities for girls to engage 

with ICTs in projects they find interesting. The structure of the GTC, which provides 

both scheduled activities and resource-based instruction for Girl Scout troops, allows 

girls to pick and choose which activities are most interesting to them. In all of its 

programming, GTC activities try to increase girls’ self-confidence in their abilities, 

provide leadership opportunities, and encourage girls to see themselves as active 

members of the broader community. 

Program staff emphasized the importance of ICTs for enabling girls’ self-

expression. Staff recognize that in order to build girls’ self-confidence, they must also 

address the social and cultural barriers, such as gender stereotypes, that girls face. 

However, beyond self-expression and creativity, there was little attempt to incorporate 

other communication dimensions of technological literacy. Program staff spoke about the 

importance of providing programs that incorporated media-based activities, yet they did 

not speak about the specific communication dimensions of technological literacy that are 

integrated into these programs. Extending how communication is approached in the Girl 

Scouts program would not only follow with their mission of encouraging girls’ self-

development, but would also give value to girls’ perspectives. 

In the following three chapters, I examine how technological literacy is 

conceptualized in the GTC classroom. Through observations in the classroom, analysis of 
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curriculum materials, and interviews with teachers and girls participating in the 

programs, I look more in-depth at the communication dimensions of technological 

literacy.   
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Chapter 5: Media Mavens 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I show how technological literacy was conceptualized in the 

Media Mavens, a series of six different multimedia education workshops offered at the 

GTC in Spring and Summer 2007. Using observations of classroom activities, analysis of 

curriculum and promotional materials, and interviews with program staff, I examine how 

the communication dimensions of technological literacy were conceptualized in the 

Media Mavens curriculum as well as what elements of technological literacy were 

emphasized in the classroom. I look at how these communication dimensions were 

framed, in terms of what economic, democratic, or social benefits they offered to girls 

participating in the workshops. Finally, though observations in the classroom, analysis of 

girls’ projects, results from 71 self-administered questionnaires, and semi-structured 

interviews with nine girls participating in the workshops, I look at how girls responded to 

technological learning.  

BACKGROUND OF THE MEDIA MAVENS SERIES 

The Media Mavens was the first series of its kind offered at the GTC. While the 

GTC offers media-related workshops, such as workshops on digital photography and 

music composition, the goal of this series was to expose girls to a variety of fields related 

to visual communication, ranging from desktop publishing to digital photography. 

In order to develop the curriculum for the Media Mavens series, the Girl Scouts 

partnered with Club Chica, an Austin-based nonprofit organization whose mission is to 

provide Latina girls with media education. Club Chica is discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 6. The collaboration was intended to draw on the expertise of Club Chica as a 

media education organization, while providing the space and resources of the GTC. The 
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partnership between Club Chica and the Girl Scouts is on-going and part of both 

organizations’ missions. Both organizations aim to engage girls in activities designed to 

increase their self-esteem and confidence. As Alex Rodriguez, co-founder of Club Chica, 

commented, both organizations focus on confidence-building and goal-setting. 

Additionally, since Club Chica has a particular focus on critical media literacy skills, the 

partnership with Club Chica expanded the GTC’s conception of technological literacy 

from one which focused on increasing girls competencies in traditional STEM subject to 

one that builds girls’ critical literacy.  

The series was intended to serve two main purposes. First, both Chandra Singh, 

GTC Director, and Rodriguez believed that offering a series of visual communication 

workshops would enhance girls’ exposure to a range of career paths in the field of 

communication. As Rodriguez commented: 

I thought it would be great to have a sequence of workshops where girls were able 
to get a little bit of background with a variety of media outlets so they could learn 
the fundamentals of like “ok, what should you think about when you are making a 
movie?” What should you think about when you are taking a photograph? How 
do you compose a picture? Just giving them an introduction to those so if they 
want to be filmmakers one day, they can see like “oh, this is how you start out.”37 

In addition to learning about the skills required within visual communication fields, girls 

also would learn how storytelling and communication changed between various media 

forms. For example, in the Digital Photography workshop, girls learned how to construct 

a story through the use of photography. During the Writing for Real workshop, girls 

learned about the different styles of writing used to write a movie review, a poem, and a 

biography. 

Second, through their participation in the workshops, girls could earn badges, a 

key aspect of Girl Scout culture. Each workshop was part of the Interest Project (IP) 

                                                
37 Rodriguez, Personal Communication, 12 December 2007.  
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curriculum. As discussed in the previous chapter, an IP is designed to allow girls to 

explore their own interests in particular subject areas. The IP curriculum outlines a 

number of activities under the broad headings, skill builders, technology, service projects, 

and careers. Girls complete seven activities in these areas in order to earn a badge. Many 

of the girls attending the Media Mavens series were earning IP badges as part of their 

Silver Award. 

Workshops were publicized in the Girl Scouts quarterly publication Possibilities, 

which is circulated to Girl Scout members and available on their Web site. Table 3 lists 

the descriptions of the Media Mavens workshops. Each description emphasizes the skills 

that girls will learn in the workshop. Additionally, each workshop was to serve the goals 

of exposing girls to different career options within these fields. 
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Table 3. Descriptions of Media Mavens Workshops 

Desktop Publishing “Create your own flier, business card, personal letterhead, 
or troop newsletter. Use the resources available on-line and 
desktop publishing software as you complete all of the 
requirements for the Desktop Publishing IP. (Texas Girl 
Scouts, 2007, p. 16) 

Media Savvy “Learn what constitutes ‘news’ and how news stories get in 
the media. Begin to think critically about media as you 
complete all the requirements for the Media Savvy IP. 
(Texas Girl Scouts, 2007, p. 23) 

Graphic Communication Logos, icons, advertisements, and even the stamps on 
envelopes are all products of the graphic communications 
industry. Visualize the messages you wish to share as you 
complete all the requirements for the Graphic 
Communications IP (Texas Girl Scouts, 2007, p. 29) 

Writing for Real Explore journalism and writing non-fiction as you 
complete all the requirements for the Writing for Real IP. 
Learn to write a biography, a how-to-manual, or a 
newspaper article (Texas Girl Scouts, 2007, p. 31) 

Digital Photography Be a shutter bug and play with digital cameras as you 
explore all aspects of photography. Learn about different 
photography styles and the multiple camera types as you 
complete the requirements for the Photography IP (Texas 
Girl Scouts, 2007, p. 32) 

From A to V Are you interested in computer graphics and design 
elements? Can you operate a camera? Would you like to 
write a script? If so, then you’re ready for an audio-visual 
adventure where you’ll complete all the requirements for 
the ‘From A to V IP’ (Texas Girl Scouts, 2007, p. 32) 

Each of the six Media Mavens workshops were offered in two separate sections 

based on girls’ ages, one for girls in Grades 6-8 and one for girls in Grades 9-12. 

However, due to low enrollment, many of the sections were combined into a single 

workshop. Table 4 lists the workshops and number of girls attending. 
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Table 4. Number of Participants Attending Media Mavens Workshops 

 
Workshop Title Date Number of Girls 

Attended 
Desktop Publishing 3/24/07 13 
Media Savvy 4/21/07 12 
Graphic Communication: Grades 6-8 5/19/07 9 
Graphic Communication: Grades 9-12 5/19/07 9 
Writing for Real 6/21/07 11 
Digital Photography: Grades 6-8 7/14/07 9 
Digital Photography: Grades 9-12 7/14/07 5 
From Audio to Visual 8/18/07 11 
TOTAL  79 
 

In total, 79 girls attended the Media Mavens workshops. Ten girls attended multiple 

workshops and there were sixty-three unique girls participating. The majority of girls 

(78%) attending the workshop were white. 19% of the girls were Latina and 3% were 

African American. Girls ranged in age from 10 to 17, and the average age of girls was 13. 

HOW IS TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY CONCEPTUALIZED? 

In the following sections, I address how technological literacy was conceptualized 

in the Media Mavens series. First, I show which technological literacy standards are 

addressed in curriculum materials and teachers’ conceptions. I also show how teachers’ 

goals extend beyond national standards to also include critical media literacy. Finally, I 

look at how girls think about technological learning and why they chose to attend the 

workshops. 

Interest Project (IP) Curriculum and Technological Literacy 

Much of the curriculum for the Media Mavens series came from the Girl Scouts of 

the USA publication, Interest Projects for Girls, 11-17. In order to earn an IP badge, girls 
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must complete seven activities from four broad headings including technology, skill 

builders, careers, and service projects. The requirements for the IP badge include 

completing 2 activities from “Skill Builders,” 1 from “Technology,” 1 from “Career,” 

and 1 from “Service Project.” The 2 other activities can come from any of the four areas.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, the IP curriculum incorporates several national 

standards of technological literacy. The “skill builders” requirement of the badge aligns 

with Standard 6 of the NETS, which calls for students to be familiar with basic 

technology operations and concepts. Both the “skill builders” and “technology” 

requirements of the badge align with Standard 3 of the NETs and Standard 17 of the 

ITEA, which encourages students to develop research and information fluency. Finally, 

the “service projects” component of the badge aligns with Standard 4 of the NETs, which 

requires that students apply their technological learning to planning and managing 

activities to develop solutions to problems. 

Teachers’ Goals of Technological Literacy 

For the Media Mavens series, all of the teachers were female and had experience 

working in various aspects of media. Rodriguez and Dawson alternately served as the 

main teachers for the workshops. Rodriguez has a B.A. in Journalism and Dawson has a 

M.A. in Journalism from the University of Texas at Austin. Both Rodriguez and Dawson 

have professional experience working as graphic designers. In addition to her experience 

as a graphic designer, Dawson also has worked as a publicist and has experience in video 

production. Carmen Rodriguez, an Americorps volunteer with Club Chica, also helped 

with a number of the workshops. Rodriguez is nineteen years old is a freshman at UT-

Austin. Rodriguez has experience in graphic design and photography. Finally, Odom, 

program director of the GTC, also was available to help with the workshops.  
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Dawson’s and Rodriguez’s professional background may have influenced their 

approach to technological literacy in the classroom. Dawson and Rodriguez spoke about 

the importance of providing girls with practical skills, such as how to create newsletters, 

such as in the Desktop Publishing workshop, or how to develop interview questions, such 

as in the Writing for Real workshop. 

Critical Media Literacy 

In addition to developing girls’ proficiency with different software programs and 

journalism skills, program staff extended the goals of the IP curriculum, which are 

mainly focused on activities intended to develop girls’ technical skills in visual 

communication, to also encourage girls to think about issues related to gender and 

adolescence. Dawson and Rodriguez commented that their goals were to provide girls 

with critical media literacy skills, such as teaching girls to think about how gender affects 

mainstream media representations, while also providing girls with practical skills. While 

national standards of technological literacy emphasize the importance of developing a 

critical approach to information, they do not emphasize the importance of recognizing the 

underlying meanings that are present in media texts, which can be defined as critical 

media literacy.  

Both Dawson and Rodriguez incorporate critical pedagogy into their teaching. 

Their goals are to encourage girls to use media as a form of critique. In my interviews 

with Dawson and Rodriguez, they spoke about the importance of providing girls with 

media literacy skills to become critical viewers of mainstream media. Donelly spoke 

about how mainstream media texts, especially magazines and advertisements, tend to 

highlight a hegemonic form of beauty that emphasizes white skin and a thin body type. 

This form of beauty is not representative of the majority of girls with whom she works 

and can have detrimental effects on girls’ self-esteem. Rodriguez spoke about the 
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importance of developing girls’ resiliency to issues they may encounter, such as peer 

pressure. She spoke about the importance of media for providing an outlet for girls to 

work through some of these issues. As Rodriguez comments, one of the goals of the 

series was to  

address some of the problems and challenges that the girls are going through and 
help them build some resilience to it. So we might do an activity where we are 
making a movie and we will give them a situation where a girl is about to drop 
out. How would they resolve that situation. So we are getting them thinking about 
those challenges and problem-solving with them through the use of media. So that 
the media isn’t an end to itself, but they have a specific task that they are working 
on.38 

Developing critical media literacy skills is often a goal of media education 

programs, yet different models of media education have different approaches. There are 

three main models of media education: protectionist, preparation, and pleasure 

(Considine, 2002).  The goal of a protectionist model to media education is to provide 

students with media literacy skills that will help reduce the risks of unhealthy behaviors, 

such as drug use and violence, promoted in mainstream media. A preparation model 

provides students with analytical and practical skills necessary to participate in a 

democratic society and emphasizes media production. The goal of a pleasure model is to 

provide students with an appreciation of the aesthetics of media texts. All three of these 

models teach students media literacy and critical thinking skills to be able to access, 

analyze, and evaluate media texts. As Robert Kubey (2005) writes, 

media literacy involves critically analyzing media messages, evaluating sources of 
information for bias and credibility, raising awareness about how media messages 
influence people’s beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors, and producing messages using 
different forms of media. (p. n.p.) 

                                                
38 Rodriguez, Personal Communication, 6 December 2007. 
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As students develop a critical literacy and learn to deconstruct the underlying meanings 

of mainstream media messages, they can use this knowledge to construct their own 

media. As Goodman writes, 

this approach to critical literacy links media analysis to production; learning about 
the world is directly linked to the possibility of changing it. Command of literacy 
in this sense is not only a matter of performing well on standardized tests; it is a 
pre-requisite for self-representations and autonomous citizenship (Goodman, 
2003, p. 3).  

The Media Mavens series followed a preparation model of media education. Developing 

girls’ critical media literacy was one step in helping girls think about careers they might 

want to pursue in media industries.  

Girls’ Conceptualization of Technological Literacy 

There were three main reasons why girls attended the workshops, which included 

increased access to computers, career exploration, and fulfilling badge requirements. 

Increased Access to Computers 

In general, girls spoke about wanting to learn more about computers as a main 

reason for attending the workshops. In their questionnaire responses, girls attending the 

workshop responded that they felt comfortable around computers and that technology 

was important to them: 
 
Table 5. Girls, Computers, and Technology39 
 

Item Response (n=69) 
I feel comfortable with computers. 4.44 
I like to spend time on my computer. 4.62 
It is important to me to learn about 
technology. 

4.37 

Technology is an important part of my life. 4.27 

                                                
39 Questions were scored on a Likert scale, 1-5. A score of 1 represented the response “strongly disagree,” 
while 5 was “strongly agree.” 
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All of my interview subjects had access to computers at home, yet there were 

differing levels of access. Girls commented that they often have to share computers with 

other family members. For example, Hanna commented on the restriction she faced in her 

household, “my dad won’t let me touch his (National Research Council). He has the same 

kind that we have here at the GTC and he won’t let me touch it.” Morgan, who attended 

the Graphic Communication workshop stated, “I want my own computer but my dad 

won’t let me have on until I’m in high school.” 

Peyton and Katie, both 12, who attended the Media Savvy workshop, and spoke 

about their interest in receiving more information about how to use computers: 

 

Carolyn:  Before you came today, what were you hoping to learn?  

Peyton:  um, I was hoping to learn, I guess, like how to use the computer. 
more. Like more technologist… 

 Katie:   Technology… 

 Peyton:  Yeah, technology stuff. 

Katie:  I was hoping to learn, sort of like her, like the technology and 
different ways to use it.  

Attending the workshops, then, provided girls opportunities to interact and learn more 

about computers, something they expressed interest in. 

General Interest in the Topics 

In addition to having increased access to computers, girls also reported that they 

had general interests in the workshop topics. Catherine, who attended the Digital 

Photography workshop, commented that she wanted to learn more about how her camera 

worked: “I was hoping to learn more about my camera, since I have one myself. So I was 

hoping to learn more about how to use it.” When I asked her if she felt like she improved 
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her skills after completing the workshop, she responded, “yes. I think one thing is taking 

pictures at different angles. I knew the two main ways, but diagonally, I never thought of 

that. And vertically.”  

Sam, 13, who attended the Media Savvy workshop said that she came to the 

workshop to learn more about journalism: 

Ok, well, like I’m really into the whole journalism and news reporting thing. Um, 
and I just wanted to, you know, make it better. Like how you report things and 
how to do that kind of thing. 

Hanna, 13, who also attended the workshop, commented that she wanted to learn 

more about journalism: “I’m also into journalism and also photography, and I like the 

designing part. Like putting in backgrounds in a newspaper.” 

When I spoke to Tigger, who attended the Graphic Communication workshop, 

about why she signed up to attend, she commented,  

my mom signed me up. NO! (laughing). I did it because I really like computers 
and a friend of mine is always like “you should learn more about computers.” 
So... And also I’m OK with computers, so I just, you know, like being around 
them. 

Tigger went on to talk about how learning about computers was going to help her 

complete her Gold Award, which included making and distributing outfits for newborns 

of teenage mothers. She spoke about how computers would help her calculate the patterns 

for the outfits as well as keep track of all of the projects. 

Career Development 

Many of the girls commented that learning about possible careers was a 

motivation for attending the workshops. They spoke about how computers would be 

helpful in their future endeavors. For example, Catherine, who attended the Writing for 

Real workshop commented: 
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I know it [the computer] is going to be used a lot in politics and I want to be a 
representative so the other reason I want to learn how to use the computer and 
type really fast because with politics you have to. Technology is even used today 
at the Capitol I noticed them voting. They press a button and it goes up on a board 
and it shows their vote.  

Peyton, who attended the Media Savvy workshop, spoke about her desire to become a 

designer and the importance of computers for this type of work: 

Well, I want to be a designer. I’m not sure really what kind of designer I want to 
be, so like if I was an architect or like clothing, I would like put it on the computer 
like I could alter things, you know to make things and I could like, if I was an 
architect I could make like sturdier buildings for like natural disasters. 

Sam, who attended the Media Savvy workshop, spoke about how computers would help 

her pursue a career in journalism: 

I’m really attached to the whole news and journalism thing. So, I also want to be 
an author. So I don’t really know what I want to do but I think if I end up doing a 
news career, then I definitely will use computers to help me write articles and 
everything. 

Hanna, who is friends with Sam and attended the same workshop, commented: 

Yeah, like I kind of want to be a photographer or like a news reporter. So like the 
computer would like help me to learn how to use a camera or like be better at 
acting in front of a camera.  

TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY IN THE CLASSROOM 

In this section, I look at how technological literacy was implemented in the 

classroom through my observations of teacher–student interaction during the workshops. 

First, I describe the activities of each of the workshops. I comment on how these 

activities fulfill particular badge requirements. While the IP requires that girls complete 

seven activities in order to earn the badge, not all workshop activities matched up with IP 

requirements. In some instances, only some of the activities could be considered part of 

the badge requirements. In other instances, activities did not reflect badge requirements. 

Next, I highlight how teachers conveyed technological literacy in the classroom.  
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Desktop Publishing 

The goal of the Desktop Publishing workshop was to learn how to create different 

desktop publishing materials, including a flier, business cards, letterhead, and a 

newsletter. At the beginning of the workshop, Rodriguez explained to the girls that they 

would be learning different skills related to desktop publishing. During the first activity 

of the workshop, girls learned about what a logo was. Next, they created their own logo 

in Microsoft PhotoDraw. Rodriguez encouraged girls to create their logos using different 

font styles and colors using their Girl Scout troop names. The girls learned how to save 

their logo as a JPEG. Next, the girls made letterhead and business cards using Microsoft 

Word and make letterhead and business cards. These two activities fulfilled the “skill 

builders” component of the Desktop Publishing IP. After the break, the last activity was 

creating a newsletter with Microsoft Publisher. The girls designed a one-page newsletter. 

Rodriguez showed the girls how to write in the different sections of the newsletter and to 

insert photos. For the last 30 minutes, girls could finish up any of the projects they were 

working on. 

Media Savvy 

Dawson and Rodriguez were the teachers for this workshop. The teachers 

explained to the girls that the main goal of the workshop was to learn to critically 

evaluate media texts. For the first hour of the workshop, girls learned about stereotypes. 

The girls participated in an activity that required them to identify and define what 

stereotypes were. During this activity, girls worked in pairs to list characteristics of 

different groups, including blondes, Mexicans, poor people, older women, rich people, 

and teenage girls. The girls were to list on a sheet of paper as many stereotypes as they 

could about the group, then report their results to the rest of the girls in the room. This 

activity fulfilled the “skill builders” component of the Media Savvy IP badge. In the next 
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activity, the girls were to develop a viewing guide for younger girls to tell them what 

films or TV shows would have positive portrayals of female characters. Each girl created 

a top ten list of movies that had positive portrayals of female characters. This activity 

fulfilled the “service” component of the IP. Next, girls were given ten minutes to launch 

Word and create a concept for a movie or TV show that they would like to see 

Hollywood make. After girls took a snack break, girls inserted their projects into a 

newsletter using Microsoft Publisher. For the final activity, girls were instructed to look 

through women’s magazines and find ads in which the images did not reflect the overall 

message. For the final activity, Dawson had the girls look at a magazine to see who the 

editor was and also she spoke about being a graphic designer. This activity fulfilled the 

“career “ component of the badge. 

Graphic Communication 

There were two main goals to the Graphic Communication workshop. First, girls 

would learn about the different elements of graphic design. Next, they learned how to 

incorporate these elements of graphic design into different projects. Dawson was the 

teacher for this workshop, and Rodriguez was her assistant. Each of the activities lasted 

fifteen minutes. The first activity of the workshop was to identify different elements of 

graphic design used in magazines. Each girl was given a piece of paper that listed an 

element of graphic design. These elements included headline, illustration, advertisement, 

photograph, and art. The girls were instructed to locate the element in a magazine, cut 

out the element, and explain it to the group. This fulfilled the “skill builders” requirement 

of the Graphic Communication IP. Next, girls incorporated these graphic elements by 

designing a flyer for an upcoming event using Microsoft Word. For the third activity, 

girls completed a Web site review of four Web sites, During this activity, girls completed 

a worksheet that required them to look at the different graphic elements, including use of 
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white space, fonts, and advertisements. This activity fulfilled the “technology” 

component of the IP. After a snack break, the girls fulfilled the “career exploration” 

portion of the IP by interviewing Dawson and Rodriguez about their experiences as 

graphic designers. This fulfilled the “career” component of the IP. Next, they fulfilled the 

“service project” portion of the IP by creating a poster for a younger girl, emphasizing 

why they wanted to become a Web designer and what they needed to do to pursue this 

career. Finally, they used their skills to create a thank you card. 

Writing for Real 

Rodriguez was the teacher for this workshop and explained to the girls that they 

would learn different writing styles, ranging from poetry to music reviews. As girls 

arrived, Rodriguez asked participants to conduct an online scavenger hunt for sites where 

youth could submit their work for publication. This activity fulfilled the “technology” 

component of the Writing for Real IP. Rodriguez asked each of the girls to introduce 

themselves and explain why they attended the workshop. Next, girls reported on their 

web scavenger hunts. Girls composed their own poem by completing the sentence “just 

because I’m _______, doesn’t mean I’m ________.” This activity fulfilled the “skill 

builders” requirement of having girls write their own poem. They completed this activity 

using pen and paper. Next, Rodriguez spoke to the girls about how to conduct an 

interview and what questions to ask. The girls were paired up and interviewed each other 

about their most embarrassing moments. Next, the girls were instructed to write a bio 

about a female they admired. They composed their bios in Microsoft Word. This activity 

fulfilled the “skill builders” requirement. For the next activity, the girls learned how to 

write as an entertainment critic and wrote a review of a book or movie. After the break, 

girls learned about news writing. The girls were instructed to find a news article online, 

then identify the main elements of the story, such as what happened, when it happened, 
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and where it happened. For the final activity, girls created zines with construction paper, 

creating collages by cutting out pictures from magazines.  

Digital Photography 

Rodriguez and Rodriguez were the teachers for this workshop. The teachers 

explained that the goal of the workshop was to learn about different photography 

techniques. As the girls arrived, Rodriguez engaged them in a Web scavenger hunt. She 

assigned the girls to look for different definitions including compostion, viewpoint, 

framing, cropping, depth of field, and the rule of thirds. After the scavenger hunt, 

Rodriguez asked the girls to be photo editors, critiquing sample photos using the terms 

from their scavenger hunts. Next, girls  were instructed to create a photo story using three 

photos to depict a scenario. Girls could chose a scenario of girls bullying each other or 

gossiping with each other. The next activity required girls to work in teams to create a 

photo theme, taking pictures of objects which all had the same concept, such as objects 

with circles or objects that were all black. This activity fulfilled the “skill builders” 

requirement. Finally, the girls imported their pictures from their cameras into Picasa, a 

free Google software and created a photo collage that they printed out and took home 

with them. 

From A to V 

The goal of this workshop was to learn about the different components of making 

an audiovisual project. Rodriguez was the teacher for this event and told the girls that 

they would be learning how to make a short video during the workshop. For the first 

activity, girls conducted a Web scavenger hunt to define the roles in making a movie. 

These roles included producer, storyboard artist, set designer, director, and foley artist. 

For the next activity, Rodriguez gave the girls a situation and they were instructed to 
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write an advice column on how to deal with the situation. The situations included peer 

pressure to smoke, a jealous boyfriend, shoplifting, and an overweight friend being 

teased. The girls wrote their advice columns with pen and paper and shared them with the 

group. For the next activity, the girls were divided into two groups and developed a story 

based on one of these conflicts. The girls assigned jobs to each member of their group, 

including set designer, foley artist, storyboard artist, and scriptwriter.  The girls had 

twenty minutes to assign their roles and come up with their story that contained three 

scenes. Next, the girls had thirty minutes to act out and shoot their short videos.  

Teacher-Student Interaction 

In this section I show how teachers conveyed technological learning in the 

classroom, in terms of what elements they emphasized and how they presented learning 

to the girls.  

Emphasis on Software Skills 

Throughout the workshops, teachers emphasized the importance of using 

software, primarily Microsoft Word, Microsoft Publisher, and Microsoft Photodraw, to 

complete tasks. Part of the rationale for limiting the activities to Microsoft Office 

programs was a practical one, since all of the computers at the GTC had this software. 

However, the other strategy for using Microsoft Office programs was ideological. In my 

interview with Rodriguez, she spoke about the importance of utilizing affordable and 

accessible software in the workshops as a way to increase girls’ access to ICTs. Rather 

than introducing girls to software applications that they would not have access to outside 

of the workshops, Rodriguez spoke about the importance of teaching girls how to use 

resources to which they already had access. Rodriguez argued that providing training to 

girls on software that is available either for free through the Web or on the computers 
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they have access to encourages girls to continue their learning once they leave the 

workshops.  

In the introduction to the workshops, teachers spoke about the type of software 

skills girls would learn. While teachers emphasized the importance of learning different 

software skills, much of the technical skills in the workshops required typing and word 

processing. Teachers emphasized a text-based approach to technological literacy. Many 

of the creative projects required girls to write something, such as composing poetry of 

writing story ideas. Girls would compose their projects with pen and paper, then 

transcribe their projects in Microsoft Word.  

Teachers assumed that girls had basic literacy skills, such as typing and spelling 

skills. However, one of the challenges during the workshops was that girls would often 

ask teachers how to spell certain words. As teachers looked at girls’ projects, they would 

also correct their spelling and grammar mistakes. 

During the workshops, it became clear that some girls were more comfortable 

operating and navigating computers than others. Teachers assumed that girls knew how 

to operate computers, but in my observations there was a range of technological know-

how in the workshops. While some girls felt comfortable launching different software 

applications and navigating the functions in Microsoft Word, such as changing font 

colors or sizes, other girls felt less comfortable. Since there was such an emphasis on 

using software to complete tasks, teachers spent much of their time working individually 

with students, showing them how to “fix” problems that they encountered in completing 

their assignments. These problems included showing girls how to change the fonts and 

colors, launching the programs, or teaching them how to save their projects. For example, 

during the Graphic Communication workshop, one of the activities required girls to 

create a flyer in Microsoft Word. Dawson instructed the girls to look for pictures on the 
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Internet and insert them into their flyers so that they could better convey information on 

their flyers. Both Abby and Jennifer had questions about how to insert pictures and how 

to insert text around their pictures. Dawson worked individually with them to show them 

how to complete these tasks.  

In addition to an emphasis on software skills, teachers acted as experts who 

critiqued girls’ projects. For example, during the Graphic Communication workshop, one 

activity was for girls to design a flyer for an upcoming event. During the activity, 

Dawson looked at each girl’s flyer individually and made suggestions about how to 

improve their fonts or the use of white space. However, there was little collaboration 

among girls and the room was very quiet when they were completing the assignment.  

Using the Internet to Search for Information 

In addition to the use of computers for typing, the other use of the computers was 

mainly for accessing information, primarily conducting Google searches to look up 

different definitions that would be used during the workshop. For example, in the Digital 

Photography workshop, girls looked up terms such as “point-of-view” and “rule-of-

thirds.” Many of the girls were familiar with how to conduct a Google search for 

information. This use of the Internet to search for terms did not incorporate broader goals 

of technological literacy, such as assessing information or synthesizing information from 

multiple sources. 

While many of the Internet-based activities required girls to look for definitions of 

terms, one activity during the Graphic Communication workshop required girls to 

evaluate information. The activity was described in the IP curriculum as follows: 

Web page design is a growing field. Look at five different Web sites and identify 
three specific design components used at each site. Then visit GSUSA’s Web site 
www.girlscouts.org and compare design differences when the audiences change 
from adults to girls. (pg. 97) 
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For this activity, Dawson selected Web sites for the girls to visit and they were to identify 

on a worksheet the different design elements, including font and use of advertising. The 

activity took fifteen minutes to complete and then the girls took a break for snacks. The 

girls never discussed their results. Thus, while this activity required girls to move beyond 

simply accessing information to evaluating it, there was little discussion of how they may 

incorporate this evaluation into their own projects. 

Emphasis on Careers 

In each of the workshops I observed, teachers spoke to girls about their career 

options within the field of visual communication. Learning about careers was a 

requirement of the IP badge. For example, during the Media Savvy workshop, Dawson 

spoke to girls about the skills they would need to start their own online magazine. During 

the Graphic Communication workshop, girls were asked to interview Dawson about 

being a Web Designer. Girls asked questions such as how much money she made and if 

she enjoyed her job. Girls also shared information about the types of careers they were 

interested in and how the IPs may help them. For example, one girl spoke about opening 

a donut shop and said she would probably need some Web design skills to help advertise 

her business. During the Writing for Real workshop, girls conducted an online scavenger 

hunt looking for Web sites about publishing. 

In addition to future career opportunities, teachers sometimes emphasized how the 

activities may be relevant to their lives in the present. For example, during the Desktop 

Publishing workshop, girls learned how to create a logo and use it on letterhead and 

business cards. When girls asked why they would need business cards, Rodriguez 

explained that business cards would be useful to distribute to people looking to hire 

babysitters. Beyond pursing careers in the future, the Digital Photography workshop 

emphasized how girls may distribute their creative projects in the present. Girls looked 
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online at different Web sites where youth can submit their photography for competition. 

This type of learning was designed to offer girls opportunities to be seen and heard. 

Critical Media Literacy: Gender and Stereotypes 

While the IP curriculum outlines some activities related to developing girls’ 

critical literacy, such as using the Internet for accessing information, teachers broadened 

the scope of the activities to also develop girls’ media literacy and to encourage girls to 

think about issues related to gender and adolescence. Teachers encouraged girls to use 

digital technologies to work on creative projects that expressed their interests or points of 

view. As I will show in Chapter 6, Rodriguez and Dawson are particularly interested in 

developing Latina girls’ media awareness. However, because the majority of the girls 

attending the workshops were white, teachers tended to highlight issues related to gender, 

rather than race and ethnicity. 

In many of the activities, girls used digital technologies to create projects related 

to their experiences being girls. For example, one of the assignments during the Digital 

Photography workshop was to complete a photo story about bullying or shoplifting. The 

girls worked in teams to take five pictures that told a story about the incident and how it 

was resolved. In the process, girls were able to think through the various ways that they 

would resolve the situation. In the From A to V workshop, one group of girls made a 

short film that centered around two main characters. While one character was very smart, 

she was not popular in school. The other girl was popular, but failing her science class. In 

the end, the two main characters found that they had more in common than they thought 

and each girl taught the other something. 

During the Media Savvy workshop, Dawson engaged the girls in an activity where 

they analyzed popular women’s magazines. The girls were instructed to pick out an 

advertisement, identify the main message of the advertisement, then discuss if the 
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photography or artwork adequately reflected the main message of the advertisement. In 

the process, Dawson engaged the girls in a discussion about the unrealistic images of 

beauty that are often found in women’s magazines. She spoke to the girls about how the 

commercial goals of advertising, to sell products, often resulted in creating fantasies for 

consumers. These fantasies often conflict with the actual reality of peoples’ lives. 

Also during the Media Savvy workshop, Dawson engaged the girls in a discussion 

about stereotypes. The goal of the activity was to teach girls to identify stereotypes, then 

to challenge traditional stereotypes through their creative projects. Dawson asked the 

girls what they already knew about stereotypes. In general, the girls seemed familiar with 

what stereotypes were. The following are some of their responses: 

Karen:  It’s when you don’t like someone because of the way they are 
acting 

Hanna:  It’s a general idea about a group of people that is not accurate. 

Donnelly summed up the discussion by suggesting that stereotypes were generalizations 

about people. Next, the girls worked in groups of two to come up with a list for how 

different groups, such as blondes, Mexicans, poor people, older women, rich people, and 

teenage girls, are represented in mainstream media: 

Karen:  well, they (blondes) are smart around me, but they are portrayed as 
prostitutes, and dumb in movies. 

Maya and Christina, who were both Latina, wrote about stereotypes about Mexicans. 

Their list included: “not always clean, they are poor, good workers, gangsters, huge 

heads, wearing sombreros.” Sam and Hanna wrote about stereotypes related to teenage 

girls including: “bratty, pretty, obsessed with social groups, always wanting to be 

popular, like guys, never have homework, not smart.” 

Throughout the rest of the workshop activities, girls were encouraged to develop 

alternative ideas about how they would create their own media that may challenge 
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dominant stereotypes. For example, they created a viewing guide for younger girls and a 

television show idea that would reflect girls’ interests. 

Fulfilling Badge Requirements 

While the IP curriculum outlines several ideas for completing the badge, in many 

of the workshops, not all of the required activities were completed. The goal of the IP 

curriculum is to encourage girls to pursue their own interests in relation to the particular 

subject. The IP curriculum is designed to have girls make choices about which activities 

to complete. However, for the workshops, teachers chose which activities the girls would 

complete. This decision was a practical one. The workshops only lasted for two and a 

half hours and it was more practical to have the teachers offer a set of activities for the 

girls to complete. Because the teachers chose the activities, not all of the requirements 

were met in all workshops. In some instances, only a few activities fulfilled the 

requirements of the badge. For example, during the Writing For Real workshop, activities 

fulfilled the technology, skill builders, and career requirements of the badge. However, 

teachers did not address the service requirement.  

This problem of not completing all badge requirements was most apparent in the 

Media Savvy workshop. During this workshop, one adult troop leader was present for the 

entire workshop. She had the IP book open to the curriculum requirements for the Media 

Savvy IP and was checking off the activities as the teacher completed them. During the 

break, the troop leader complained to the teacher that she was not following the 

guidelines of the IP. Dawson spent most of the first half of the workshop speaking to the 

girls about stereotypes and having the girls identify stereotypes in mainstream media, 

such as advertisements. The troop leader explained to Dawson that it was important for 

the girls to make sure they completed all of the activities, otherwise they would not be 

“legitimately” earning the badge. After the break, Dawson adjusted the curriculum to try 
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to incorporate as many of the requirements as she could. As a result, the rest of the 

workshop was scattered. She had the girls complete the “skill builders” activities by 

having them flip through magazines and identify the different elements of magazine 

layout, such as the masthead. As they were flipping through the magazines and 

completing the exercise, Dawson fulfilled the “career” component by talking with the 

girls about her own experiences in publishing. Finally, she fulfilled the “service project” 

requirement by asking the girls to think about how they would teach younger girls about 

media literacy. In the end, the troop leader complained to the GTC director that the 

workshop should not have been advertised as an IP. 

GIRLS’ RESPONSE TO TECHNOLOGICAL LEARNING 

In this section, I examine how girls responded to technological learning in the 

classroom through observations of peer interaction, analysis of girls’ projects, interviews 

with girls, and responses from questionnaires. In total, I collected 96 different projects 

during the workshops.40 

Peer Interaction 

One of the strategies of the GTC is to create an all-girl setting to provide a space 

where girls could feel comfortable exploring digital technologies. Additionally, a goal of 

the Girl Scouts is to provide opportunities for increased collaboration and leadership 

among girls. Research suggests that girls may be more inclined to explore digital 

technologies under these conditions (J. Cooper & Weaver, 2003).  

Collaboration is a goal of national standards of technological literacy. Standard 2 

of the NETS requires that students “use digital media and environments to communicate 

and work collaboratively…to contribute to the learning of others.” However, this type of 
                                                
40 During some workshops, girls completed more than one project, which accounts for the higher number 
of projects than girls attending workshops. 
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learning was not present in the classroom. When girls did have questions related to their 

technological learning, they tended to rely on teachers, rather than their peers, to answer 

them. Girls relied on teachers to help them launch software programs, format their 

projects, and evaluate whether they were executing the assignments correctly. Teachers 

acted as experts who could solve girls’ problems. As a result, teachers did not encourage 

girls to learn from each other.  

Much of the peer interaction during the workshops required girls to work in 

groups. During the workshops, teachers often encouraged girls to share their ideas with 

each other during the Web scavenger hunt portion of the workshop. For example, during 

the Digital Photography workshop, girls participated in a Web scavenger hunt, where 

they were to look up definitions of technical terms for photography, such as the “rule of 

thirds” or “point of view.” Girls reported their results to each other, which allowed them 

to learn the key concepts of the workshop. During the second half of the workshop, girls 

worked in groups to apply these terms to taking their own photos. After the activity, the 

teacher projected each group’s photos on a screen in front of the room. The girls 

discussed what they liked about the photos, but did not share information on how they 

may have improved the techniques within the photos.    

Opportunities for peer interaction and collaboration varied based on workshop 

activities. For example, during the From A to V workshop, the class was divided into two 

groups who each worked on a video project. Rodriguez instructed the girls to choose 

roles for each member in their group. These roles included foley artist, director, 

cameraperson, and storyboarding. Girls decided what roles each member of the group 

would play, such as who would operate the camera and who would create the 

storyboards. Because each group member was assigned a role, the girls were not 

encouraged to draw on each other’s knowledge about the topics. The girl who acted as 
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the cameraperson in the group I observed, for example, was designated by the group 

because she had prior experience operating a digital video camera. As a result, other girls 

in the group did not gain any new knowledge about how to operate a camera. Throughout 

the project, each group member was responsible for completing her own task and girls 

did not share knowledge with each other. 

One of the limitations of encouraging peer interaction was the space of the 

computer lab and the design of workshop activities. The computer lab has two main areas 

where computers are located. In each area, six computers are arranged in a U shape. 

When girls sit down at a computer, they are only sitting next to one other person in the 

room. Additionally, since girls are facing the computers and cannot see each other, the 

arrangement does not lend itself to much interaction. Finally, much of the workshop 

activities were individually-focused, requiring girls to complete assigned tasks. As a 

result, girls spent much of their time working on their own projects on their designated 

computers. In the end, girls did not draw on the knowledge of others, but instead relied 

on teachers to guide their learning. 

Table 6 lists the questionnaire results from the questions related to peer 

interaction. Questions were on a Likert scale, from 1-5. One was “strongly disagree” and 

five was “strongly agree.” Three was a neutral response. 

Table 6. Media Mavens: Peer Interaction 

Item Response (n=69) 
I learned more from other Girl Scouts today. 3.22 
I prefer working on projects by myself. 3.00 
I like teaching other girls about things I know. 3.71 
Girls can teach each other a lot. 4.27 

Interestingly, while current research suggests that girls prefer to work on collaborative 

projects, the average score on the item “I prefer working on projects by myself” was a 3, 

suggesting a neutral stance on the item. Based on current research, I would predict the 
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response to this item would be lower. A lower score would indicate that girls preferred 

working on projects in which they collaborated with others. Additionally, on the response 

item, “I learned from other Girl Scouts today,” respondents scored this item at 3.22, 

which may be a result of my observations that did not show very high levels of peer 

interaction. These findings suggest the need to better understand how to integrate 

collaboration into girls’ technological learning.  

Girls’ Projects: Proficiency Using Microsoft Word 

Although girls had questions about how to complete certain tasks, such as 

changing font sizes and colors, in general, girls demonstrated a proficiency with 

Microsoft Word, For example, during the Graphic Communication workshop, girls 

created a flyer for younger girls which told them why they would be interested in being 

Web designers. The following two projects show how girls were able to navigate the 

different functions in Microsoft Word, using different font colors and styles to convey 

information.  
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Figure 1. Josie’s Project 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

         

Web divas! That’s 
you! 

Do you like art?  
Would you like to decorate your own web page? 
Would you like to make $5,000-$8,000a month? 
Well, if you do, I have the job that matches you, the job 
where you can be creative, decorate WebPages for 
enterprises …, or one just for your self! 
Web designer is just the right job for you! 
So get ready, set and go get a pencil to create YOUR own 
webpage. 
Plus it’s easy, ANYONE can be a web designer, anyone can 
do it!!! 

DO THE RIGHT CHOICE! 

It’s a once in a life opportunity!!! 
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Figure 2. Ashley’s Project 

Web divas! Is for 
U! 

 

Hay all young girls you could be a web designer! The reason is the 
pay is good about 30,000-70,000 a year or 5,000-8,000 a month. If 
you are an artist, you could put your art there so people can see it. 
Creative people and noncreative could both could have one and 
almost anyone could do it! 
 
Go and probability take a class or anything. JUST GET 
STARTED!!!!  
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Girls’ Projects: Navigating Adolescence 

During the workshops, girls had the opportunity to engage in creative projects that 

encouraged them to provide their perspectives. Many of the girls developed projects in 

which they expressed some of the struggles that they faced in adolescence. The following 

are four projects from the Media Savvy workshop. For this project, girls were instructed 

to create a synopsis of a television show that better reflected the reality of teenage girls’ 

lives. I have included these projects because they illustrate some of the key issues, 

including navigating being smart and being accepted into one’s social group and dealing 

with parents, that emerged in girls’ projects throughout the workshops.  
 

Figure 3. Maya's Story 

The big move 
                                         
 
A teenage girl 12-13 years old, her hobbies draw, video games, and annoy her brother. 
She is not like all the girls, she doesn’t care about her hair, and how her look. She goes to 
middle school, and lives in Washington D.C. 
Everybody liked her at her school; she is nice to everyone, her neighbors, friends… 
 Her father needs to move because of his job, he needs to move to New York. 
First time he told her the news she didn’t believe him, she thought he was just joking. It 
was true. They had 6 months to prepare for their move. She doesn’t know how to say the 
news to her friends, only her family knows.  
Before the last day of school, her father bought a notebook ,so her friends can write what 
they think of her. The hardest part of the move is to say bye to her friends and family.  
In New York, she is shy, but had friends that really liked her, but not as much as her 
friends in Washington D.C.! 
             The BIG questions she going to get along with her new life? 
 

In Maya’s story, she writes about the struggle to fit in with a new group of friends. Girls 

often spoke about the social struggles they faced in school. For example, many girls 
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wrote stories about the struggle between being smart and being popular. Both Stephanie’s 

and Morgan’s projects reflect this struggle. 
 

Figure 4. Stephanie's Story 

 
Character name: Catherine 
Place of residence: Tampa, Florida 
Age: 15 
Genre: Comedy/ drama 
Actress: Reese Witherspoon 
 
In the beginning she would be at a new school and not really accepted there. She meets a 

girl named Leah who really likes her for her and who she is. Along the way they 
figure out how to handle guys, money, parents, and many other social problems. 
But throughout all of the drama she has Leah and they always figure out how to 
put their own twist on things and make life easier than the rest of the world makes 
it. In the end she would have friends who like her for who she is and not just 
because she’s smart or pretty. She also influences the rest of her friends to think 
like her and care for others. After all if everyone cared about everyone else and 
not themselves, then we’d have a lot more caring about us. 

 

Figure 5. Morgan's Story 

 
The Boyfriend 

 
Main Character: Cambry Austin Keel 
Plot summary: Cambry is a 13 year-old girl whose parents are divorced and her father 
doesn’t care what she does. Her mother is overprotective and makes her do all the work 
in the house. Although she is not allowed to date until she is 16, she is falling for her best 
friend, Caleb, who also likes her back. With the help of Ellie, Cambry’s best friend, they 
are going out within a day and his parents don’t mind but if her mom found out, she 
would die. She tries begging her mother to let her have a boyfriend, but she still says no. 
After Cambry and Caleb have gone through two months together, she decides to tell her 
parents the truth. Her dad could care less, but her mom freaks out and grounds her for 
two weeks. Finally, after Cambry’s mom thinks for a while about her situation, she 
realizes that she has to accept her daughter’s choices, even if she doesn’t like them. 
Cambry and Caleb grow up together and they end up marrying each other and have three 
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kids. Cambry’s parents couldn’t be happier and are glad that their daughter made a right 
choice. 

 

Hanna proposes a show in which the main character is a teenage girl who is 

“really smart” and is well-liked because she has a good personality, not because she is in 

the popular crowd. 

Figure 6. Hanna's Story 

 
What It’s Like to Be a Teen…. 

I would have a T.V. a show on a really smart girl who isn’t liked because she’s 
popular or pretty but she’s liked because she is cool and she cares about other 
people. She could help people because she is so smart. She could come up with 
something like an invention and she won’t let people like her just because she is 
smart. She wants to be an example to other people in the world to show them that 
not every teenager is popular and pretty. She wants people to like her for her and 
her personality and she wants to have a big influence on other people’s lives. This 
story is different from others because the normal Hollywood movies have 
glamorous and pretty girls and she is definitely different than that. I think that this 
is a more accurate depiction of teenage girls and what they are like. 

Hanna’s story reflects some of the tensions that girls spoke about during their 

discussion of stereotypes. In their discussion, girls spoke about the cliques that formed in 

their schools. These cliques played a powerful role in girls’ self-conception. Girls in the 

workshop reported that they did not fit in the “popular” crowd at school. For them 

“popularity” was most often rewarded to girls who fit a stereotypical norm of beauty. 

Instead, the girls in the workshop spoke about how being popular meant that girls could 

not highlight their academic achievements. Completing the activity allowed Hanna to 

create an alternative, where the main character was different than “normal Hollywood 

movies” because the main character would be well-liked for having a “big influence” on 

people’s lives. 
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Girls also created projects that addressed stereotypes in the Writing for Real 

workshop. During one activity, girls composed a poem that began completed the phrase 

“just because_______, doesn’t mean _______.” The goal of this activity follows with 

Rodriguez’s concept of resiliency. Rodriguez encouraged girls to think about how people 

may stereotype them based on certain characteristics (just because) and then challenge 

those stereotypes by stating who they are (doesn’t mean). One girl wrote, “just because I 

am Hispanic, doesn’t mean I watch telenovellas. Figure 9 is a poem written by Amanda, 

who is African American and had cerebral palsy. 
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Figure 7. Amanda’s Poem 
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Girls’ Response to Workshops 

In total, 69 girls responded to the questionnaire. Questionnaires were distributed 

at the end of the workshop. In general, girls responded that they enjoyed the workshops 

and learned something new. Table 7 lists the responses from the questions related to 

girls’ workshops. 

Table 7. Girls’ Responses to Media Mavens Workshops 

Item Response (n=69) 
I learned something new today. 4.50 
The assignments were too difficult. 1.88 
I liked this event. 4.36 
I feel confident in what I learned today. 4.22 
I am proud of my project. 4.29 

 

While girls’ responses on questionnaires tended to be positive, some girls I 

interviewed offered suggestions about how they would change the workshops. Sam, who 

attended the Media Savvy workshop commented that she would have liked more time to 

complete workshop activities: “I felt kind of like you had to cram a lot of stuff in, like 

especially toward the end. Um, because I like to take my time and perfect everything, so I 

think they could have made the program a little bit longer.” Hanna was in agreement, 

“That’s also what I was going to say because it was really short and also the cramming at 

the end.” Morgan commented, “I think again with the time and also maybe if we had 

another instructor that would be fun.” Although Morgan thought the teacher did a good 

job with the workshop, she explained that she would have benefited from an additional 

instructor to help with questions.  

Girls’ responses to the workshops suggest that they would have preferred to have 

more time to complete projects. During the workshops, instructors relied on developing 

girls’ software skills by having them participate in range of activities. Instead, girls 

wanted to spend more time developing their ideas and working more in-depth on their 
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creative projects. This skill-based approach to technological literacy did not allow girls to 

fully delve into the creative aspects of the workshops. 

Girls’ Response to Teachers 

Despite these critiques of the workshop, girls’ responses to teachers were 

favorable. Table 8 reports findings from the teacher interaction section of the 

questionnaire. Questions were on a Likert Scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree). 

Table 8. Teacher Interaction: Media Mavens 

Item Response (n=69) 
I could ask the teacher questions when I didn’t understand 
something. 

4.37 

The teacher explained the assignment clearly. 4.28 
I learned more because of this teacher. 4.22 
The teacher challenged me to accomplish the assignment. 3.96 

While girls responded that the teacher was approachable and helped them to learn how to 

complete the assignments, they scored the item about feeling challenged by the teacher 

the lowest. In my interview with girls, they also reported that the assignments were not 

very challenging to them. Much of the activities required girls to make use of software 

skills with which they were already familiar. 

ANALYSIS 

In this section I provide analysis of how technological learning was conveyed in 

the Media Mavens workshops. Overall, teachers had a different view of technological 

literacy than the one that was present in the IP curriculum. Teachers emphasized the 

importance of developing girls’ software skills, yet they also wanted to engage them in 

creative projects that reflected their interests. Due to time constraints, girls were not able 

to fully delve into their projects and there was some question as to how creative girls 
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could be, since their learning was facilitated by teacher, rather than student, interests. 

Finally, there was little use of technology in the classroom, limiting girls’ opportunities 

for increasing their technological literacy. 

Economic vs Democratic Goals 

The IP curriculum emphasizes both economic and democratic goals of 

technological literacy. Both the “skill builders” and “career” components of the IPs 

emphasize the importance of technological literacy for pursuing possible careers in 

communication. The “service projects” component of the curriculum stresses the 

democratic goals of technological literacy, encouraging girls to apply their technological 

learning to the broader community. 

The IP curriculum is designed to offer a selection of activities that girls can 

complete in order to develop their interest in particular topic areas. However, during the 

workshops, Rodriguez and Dawson chose which activities to focus on. Teachers selected 

the activities based on their own interests. Both Rodriguez and Dawson spoke about the 

importance of developing girls’ technical skills and much of the workshop activities 

required girls to complete tasks using different software programs. Additionally, 

Rodriguez and Dawson are invested in developing girls’ critical media literacy and 

developed activities that required girls to think about both gender and adolescence. 

Because teachers chose which activities to complete for the workshops, certain 

aspects of the curriculum were not emphasized. Both “service projects” and “technology” 

were curriculum areas that teachers did not spend a lot of time focusing on. “Service 

projects” are more labor-intensive and require girls to applying their learning to the 

broader community.  For example, one service project idea for the Media Savvy IP 

included holding a panel discussion that focuses on the effects of television violence on 

children. To complete this part of the IP, girls need to identify people in their community 
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such as psychologists, teachers, and social workers who could speak on media effects. 

Other service project ideas are less involved. The range of activities that the girls can 

complete, coupled with the differences in the amount of time required to complete the 

activities led to a lack of focus on service projects in the classroom. Teachers tended to 

pick the least involved service projects to include in the workshop. For example, for the 

Graphic Communications IP, girls can “design a letterhead for yourself or for your troop 

or group. Use the letterhead for invitations, requests fro information, and thank you 

notes” (97). Rodriguez chose this activity for the girls to complete. In some instances, 

teachers would talk to the girls about how they may design a service project around the 

topic. 

While teachers did not emphasize the “service projects” component of the IP 

curriculum, in my interviews with girls, some of them stressed how they may use their 

technological learning to complete their service projects. For example, Tigger and Kandi, 

who attended the Graphic Communication workshop, spoke about how they wanted to 

use their technological skills for their Gold project, which included making baby blankets 

for teenage mothers. 

In the end, the workshops privileged economic goals, particularly learning 

software skills and exposing girls to career options. This emphasis on skill development 

can overshadow other goals of media education, such as critical skills. As Buckingham 

(2003) writes, media education programs often contain a built-in tension between 

activities designed to develop students’ critical skills and those designed to develop their 

vocational skills. Buckingham writes that much of the rationale for including a vocational 

aspect of media education tends to be influenced by the ideology of the free market (p. 

98). Because there is an increase in the number of media jobs available, programs should 

provide students with vocational training that will prepare them to enter these fields. 



 155 

Buckingham is critical of the shift toward professionalization because it often falls short 

of adequately preparing students to enter media fields. This critique can be applied to the 

Media Mavens curriculum. The IP curriculum provides a list of general skills that girls 

should learn if they want to pursue careers in visual communication. However, in the 

classroom, much of the skills girls learned tended to involve activities that they could 

complete using Microsoft Word and did not include more advanced software, such as 

Adobe Photoshop, that girls may encounter in these fields.  

Little Use of Technology in the Classroom 

Technical skill is included in Standard 6 of the NETs. This standard emphasizes 

the importance of “selecting and using applications effectively and productively.” In the 

classroom, however, technology was integrated in a limited way. Teachers emphasized 

the use of software to compose projects, yet other functions, such as how to save projects 

or how to email the projects as attachments to each other, were activities that the girls 

were not familiar with. Observations in the classroom and analysis of girls’ projects 

showed that in general, girls were comfortable with how to navigate word processing 

software, yet they were not as familiar with other functions of computers.  

This emphasis on software did not allow teachers to talk to girls about why they 

would use different software programs for different tasks. Instead, they relied on 

Microsoft Word and Publisher because they were the most accessible software programs 

in the room. When girls had other ideas about what software may also be used for 

activities, there was little discussion in the classroom. For example, in the Media Savvy 

workshop, Sam and Hanna wanted to use PowerPoint to design their viewing guides. The 

girls just learned about PowerPoint in school and wanted to apply their learning to the 

project at hand. While Dawson encouraged them to use Powerpoint, there was little 

discussion of why they would choose that program over others.  
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In addition to an emphasis on software, “technology” was another area that was 

not highlighted during the workshops. The goal of the “technology” section of the IP is to 

teach girls about the specific devices used in the subject area. For example, in the 

Desktop Publishing IP, one technology activity is to “learn how to use a scanner to 

transfer photos into your computer program and onto the page” (89). This aspect of the IP 

curriculum follows with national organizations that determine technological literacy 

standards. These organizations encourage educational programs to incorporate a broad 

definition of technology into their teaching. “Technology” refers to more than just  

artifacts to also include the knowledge of how to use the artifacts and the infrastructure to 

support the development of technology. While the “technology” section of the IP detailed 

a number of activities that encourages girls to learn about the different technologies used 

in communication fields, most of the activities in the classroom tended to revolve around 

computer-related activities and the use of Microsoft Office programs, primarily Microsoft 

Word. Additionally, teachers emphasized completing tasks, rather than learning about 

technologies. For example, in the From A to V IP, one technology activity is to “find out 

how a video, movie, or a still camera works. Explore the uses of the different settings, 

speeds, exposures, and special effects offered” (p. 94). During the workshop, girls spent 

the majority of their time planning their short videos. The girls designated one person in 

their group to be the camera person. While this person learned about the camera, the 

other girls did not. The teacher’s approach to technological learning limited opportunities 

for other girls to learn about different technologies. 

With the exception of the Digital Photography and From A to V workshops, much 

of the activities privileged a text-based approach to technological learning. In many 

instances, computers were not well-integrated into the assignments. For example, during 

the Writing for Real workshop girls learned a number of different styles of writing, 



 157 

including creating interview questions, writing bios, learning how to be entertainment 

critic, and news writing. However, for each activity the girls would draft their stories with 

pen and paper. The computers were used for research, for example looking up definitions 

of different writing styles, but girls did not compose their stories on the computer. In the 

end, girls learned how to make their own zines where they pasted their handwritten 

stories on colored paper and created collages.41  

The lack of focus on the technology component of the IP led to limited 

opportunities for girls to engage with technology and to increase their technological 

literacy. In general, girls expressed their disappointment with the lack of technology used 

in the workshops. For example, Graciela, who attended the Writing for Real workshop 

commented that she enjoyed learning different styles of writing but wanted to learn more 

about computers. During the same workshop, one open-ended response to the 

questionnaire read: “give us more time on the computers!” 

Girls learn typing skills in school and it was short-sighted for workshop activities 

to focus on word processing. While their typing and spelling skills may have needed 

work, many of the girls felt comfortable with the software. Where the girls showed 

problems, however, was in their ability to navigate other functions of the computers, such 

as emailing attachments or saving their work. Teachers did not emphasize the basic 

functions of computers and instead focused on using software to complete tasks.  

Additionally, the over-emphasis on software skills is not reflective of the new 

technologies that allow girls to self-publish, such as blogs, wikis, or designing Web sites. 

These technologies offer girls increased opportunities for communication, yet teachers 

did not incorporate these technologies into the classroom. Given their expertise running 

                                                
41 Zines is a term used for self-produced and self-distributed magazines. Often, zines are made with low 
technology, making use of collage. 
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an online magazine, program staff could have spent more time incorporating other 

technologies and teaching girls how to make use of social networking or Web 2.0 

technologies. In my observations in the classroom, it seemed that many of the girls were 

familiar with these types of technologies. While girls waited for workshop activities to 

begin, they would often sign onto their MySpace accounts. Some of the girls had 

experience posting their own short videos to YouTube. Other girls had accounts with 

Gaia, an online journal popular with kids.  

This disconnect between how teachers presented technological learning to girls 

and how girls used technology reflects differences between technological learning and 

the actual context of girls’ lives. Learning software skills to engage girls in creative 

projects may be an important aspect of technological learning. However, there are many 

other ways to integrate technology into classroom learning that would provide girls 

increased opportunities for communication. Other communication dimensions of 

technological literacy, such as self-representation and freedom to achieve what youth 

value, could have been incorporated into the workshops. 

Girls’ Media Education 

Programs such as Media Mavens can be contextualized within larger efforts to 

provide girl-only media education programs. In her book Girls Make Media, Kearney 

(2006) provides the first comprehensive look at the rise of girls’ media education 

programs in the U.S. Kearney divides these initiatives into two camps: those influenced 

by the girls’ advocacy movement and those influenced by the Riot Girl or grrl power 

movement. Media education programs influenced by girls’ advocacy programs are 

primarily focused on teaching girls’ critical media literacy skills. Girls’ advocacy 

programs tend to see girls’ potential loss of self-esteem during adolescence as an 

important area of focus. These programs locate negative stereotypes in mainstream media 
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as a contributing factor to girls’ low self-image, distorted ideas about feminine beauty, 

and negative body image. As a result, activities in these programs tend to center around 

deconstructing mainstream media texts and facilitation of discussions about more 

“realistic” representations. Kearney is critical of programs that tend to only encourage 

girls’ critical viewing skills, without encouraging their participation in media production. 

She writes, 

while the girls who participate in such programs develop skills and knowledge 
that help them critique media texts, they also gain a skewed perspective of media 
culture that may actually limit their understanding of the opportunities for 
resistance, opposition, and subversion afforded by self-representation. (p. 95)  

Kearney argues that audiences consume media texts in a variety of ways and efforts to 

only teach girls about how to identify more real representations is not reflective of 

audience reception. 

In contrast, girl-centered media education programs are influenced by the Riot 

Girl movement or grrl power movement, and tend to see media production as an 

important outlet for girls’ self-expression and self-representation. In general, instructors 

of these programs tend to take a critical pedagogical approach. The concept of critical 

pedagogy is often credited to the work of Paolo Friere, who encouraged students to use 

education to solve social inequality (Friere, 1970). In this approach, education is a 

process of self-discovery, where individuals and communities can use their learning to 

raise their consciousness about problems related to their communities. Girl-oriented 

media education programs encourage girls to use media production skills to present a 

different view of girls’ reality than is currently in mainstream media. 

 Media Mavens falls somewhere in-between these two camps. While instructors 

did teach critical media literacy skills to girls as part of their curriculum, the curriculum 

was also heavily focused on encouraging girls’ participation in media production. 
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However, girls’ participation in the process of production was limited due to lack of 

resources and institutional constraints by both organizations. In other words, while girls 

were encouraged to express their viewpoints, their self-expression was facilitated and 

constrained by the teachers.  

 In addition to contextualizing the importance of the goals of girls-media education 

programs, Kearney also points out another goal of these programs and that is to provide 

girls with opportunities to explore digital technologies. Kearney makes the point that 

because media technologies tend to be seen as both a male and adult domain girls can 

subvert their gender and generation through their participation. Kearney writes,  

because media technologies have been developed and dominated by men for 
decades and thus are typically gendered masculine, boys do not question their 
entitlement to participate in media production and recognize this as one of many 
forms of vocation and labor in which they can eventually engage. The same is not 
true for girls and women who therefore tend to find media production a liberatory 
practice since it allows them to transgress the gender roles and practices 
associated with their sex. (p. 125) 

Encouraging girls to feel confident using digital technologies was a goal of the Media 

Mavens workshops. However, there was little use of digital technologies in classroom 

activities. 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I described the goals of the Media Mavens series, which were 

mainly framed in terms of providing girls with information about careers in visual 

communication fields and increasing their skills with digital media technologies. Both the 

IP curriculum and interviews with staff emphasized the importance of skill development 

as a way to encourage girls to pursue careers in different media fields. Additionally, the 

curriculum materials and teachers emphasized the importance of critical literacy. The IP 
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curriculum emphasized an approach to critical literacy that taught girls how to identify 

different elements of visual communication.  

Program staff extended the goals of the Girl Scouts curriculum to focus on girls’ 

critical media literacy, an important strategy for addressing the particular needs that girls 

face in adolescence. Some assignments were designed to allow girls to apply their 

computer learning to develop creative projects that reflected their perspectives. In the 

From A to V workshop, girls developed a short video about the challenges between being 

smart and popular. During the Media Savvy workshop, girls created television show ideas 

that more accurately reflected teenage girls’ experience. National standards of 

technological literacy emphasize the importance of a critical approach to information. 

However, national standards stress the ability to gather and assess information and do not 

outline how students may take a critical approach to information that looks at ideological 

implications, such as how messages convey information about race, gender, and class. 

The Girl Scouts approach of using media technologies to allow girls to engage in a 

process of critique of mainstream media can be an important strategy for encouraging 

participation from groups whose perspectives are often left out of the mainstream. 

Critical media literacy, especially the process of deconstructing dominant media 

messages that often portray stereotypical images of girls and minority youth, can be 

especially powerful for groups whose perspectives are often left out mainstream media. 

In my interviews with girls attending the workshops, they also emphasized the 

economic benefits of learning about computers. Many of the girls commented that 

gaining career information was a motivating factor for attending the workshops. 

However, girls also made connections between the skills they learned in the workshops 

and their other scouting activities, such as working on service projects. Despite both the 

girls’ interest in democratic dimensions of technological literacy and the IP curriculum’s 
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focus on service projects, teachers tended to emphasize the economic dimensions of 

technological literacy. 

While IP curriculum and program staff emphasized skill development, many of 

the projects did not use computer software and some girls expressed their 

disappointment. Some girls commented that they wanted to learn more about computer 

software and wanted more time on the computers. Girls’ comments reflect their limited 

access at home and school. In my interviews, all of the girls had access to home 

computers, yet they had to share access with their siblings and parents. Informal 

education programs such as the Media Mavens offer an important space for girls to 

develop their computer skills outside of school and home. However, the use of computers 

varied depending on the workshop. Teachers over-emphasized the use of Microsoft 

Office programs and computer software was not integrated into all aspects of learning. 

Other media educators can learn from girls’ comments about the lack of technology skills 

learning in the workshops. Designing activities that integrate opportunities for girls to 

learn on computers may be an important strategy for increasing their confidence and 

technological literacy. 

There were several limitations to these workshops. First, the workshops took 

place during a short period of time, limiting what girls could actually learn through their 

participation. Additionally, the curriculum was limited by the requirements of receiving 

the badge. Teachers had to make choices about what aspects to emphasize in the 

classroom. Often, these choices resulted in activities that took the least amount of time to 

complete. While the meta-goal of the IP curriculum is to encourage girls to pursue their 

own interests about the topic area, having the teacher pick and choose the activities 

limited opportunities for girls to explore their own interests. Some girls commented that 

they wished they had more time to work on their projects. Listening to what girls want to 
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achieve through their participation in workshops may improve their learning and provide 

increased opportunities for them to participate.  

Despite these critiques, the workshops provided an important avenue for 

facilitating girls’ technological learning. Many of the girls commented that they learned 

something new through their participation in the workshops and felt confident in their 

learning. Even though the workshops may not have achieved all of their stated goals, they 

still offered opportunities for girls to engage with digital technologies and to achieve a 

goal of completing a badge. 
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Chapter 6: Animated Game Design 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I look at how technological literacy was conceptualized, 

implemented, and received in the Animated Game Design Workshop, which took place at 

the GTC in April 2007. The goal of the workshop was to teach girls how to design their 

own “Girl Scout Style” game using Flash computer programming. Interviews with 

program staff stressed the economic and democratic benefits of the workshop. Program 

staff spoke about the importance of teaching girls Flash programming, since it is 

considered a “real-world” skill. Since Flash increasingly is used in multimedia design, 

staff commented that it would be important for girls to gain some familiarity with the 

software program. Additionally, because Flash is a popular method for adding animations 

to Web pages, girls could enhance their own social networking sites, such as MySpace, 

and share their work with others.  

In my observations of girls in the classroom and my analysis of their finished 

projects, I show how self-representation became an important component of the 

workshop. Girls chose to apply aspects of the program to reflect their own sense of style 

and to design characters that looked more like them. Girls were interested in customizing 

hair colors and styles for the main character of the game, designing clothing for the game, 

and choosing background colors that reflected their interests. Learning to be an animated 

game designer was not about mastering the Flash program, but instead about the ways in 

which girls could use different aspects of the program to reflect their own sense of 

design.  

In the following sections, I first provide an overview of how researchers have 

connected the importance of video games to increasing youths’ technological literacy. 
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Next, I provide an overview of the literature on gender and video games. This literature 

primarily frames girls as consumers of video games, rather than examining how they may 

learn to become video game designers. Finally, I provide analysis from my observations 

in the classroom, questionnaire responses, and girls’ finished projects. 

VIDEO GAMES AND TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY 

Since the 1990s, researchers increasingly have paid attention to video and 

computer games, not only as an important part of children’s media culture, but also for its 

value for increasing children’s technological literacy (Fromme, 2003). Technological 

literacy, which emphasizes individuals’ abilities to critically approach new technologies, 

is an essential skill for participation in the information age (Berrett, 2006; International 

Technology Education Association, 2002; Petrina, 2000). Technological literacy is also 

important for gender equality, not only for increasing girls’ interest in pursuing science, 

technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM) fields, but also for ensuring that girls 

have capabilities to achieve their own potential (American Association of University 

Women, 2000). Video games, researchers argue, may provide a gateway for increasing 

girls’ technological literacy and encouraging their participation in computer 

programming (Cassell & Jenkins, 1998b). There are two main reasons why video games 

can increase technological literacy. First, playing video games can help children develop 

essential cognitive skills, such as spatial skills (understanding three-dimensional space), 

iconic skills (reading visual images), and visual attention skills (being able to keep track 

of several images simultaneously), that are used in programming (Gee, 2005; Greenfield, 

1984; Prensky, 2006; Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 1994). Second, researchers suggest 

that playing video games is important for developing a general interest in computer 

programming (P. N. Edwards, 2003). Boys’ higher interest in computer games is often 
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linked to their higher representation in the high-tech industry (Cassell & Jenkins, 1998a; 

Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 1994).  

Although video games may increase girls’ interest in computer programming, 

researchers report a lack of girls’ interest in and knowledge of video games (Walkerdine, 

2007). There are several explanations for girls’ lack of interest in video games, including 

little available content that appeals to girls’ interest and sexist stereotypes of female 

characters within popular games (Hartmann & Klimmt, 2006; Smith et al., 2003; 

Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 1998).   

While video games are an important site to consider for increasing gender 

equality in computer programming, most available research focuses on girls’ 

consumption of video games, rather than their participation as video game designers. An 

understanding of how girls learn to become game designers may provide further insight 

into strategies for increasing their interest in programming. In this chapter, I report 

findings from my participant-observation of a video game design workshop for 

adolescent girls hosted by the Girl Scouts in Austin, Texas. In my analysis, I draw from a 

situated learning perspective, which sees individual development as influenced by 

cultural factors (Gee, 2004; Lave & Wenger, 1991). A situated approach looks at the 

context of girls’ technological learning and asks how girls’ engagement in cultural 

practices allow them to take on different types of technological identities, such as 

computer programmers, Web designers, or videographers (Hug, 2007). Construction of 

“tech-savvy” identities is especially important for understanding gender equality and 

technological literacy because girls often report that they are disenchanted with the 

culture of technology (American Association of University Women, 2000; Barker & 

Aspray, 2006; Fancsali, 2002). For example, the under-representation of women in 

STEM fields limits girls’ opportunities for imagining themselves pursuing those career 
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paths (Cockburn, 1999; Hacker et al., 1990; Shade, 1998). Additionally, the pervasive 

cultural representation of technology as a masculine, rather than a feminine, domain 

leaves girls without many cultural spaces to imagine themselves as tech-savvy (Kearney, 

2006; Steinke et al., 2006). In my analysis of the workshop, I consider the context of 

girls’ learning, including how the Girl Scouts created an environment of game design and 

how girls took on different identities as game designers through their participation.  

GENDER AND VIDEO GAMES 

Research on gender and video games tends to focus on differences in boys’ and 

girls’ consumption of video games, as well as content analyses of video game characters 

and narratives. In general, girls report less interest in playing video games than boys and 

have less knowledge about video game culture (Cassell & Jenkins, 1998a; Fromme, 

2003). In recent years, the development of games targeted toward female audiences and 

the diffusion of online gaming have increased the number of female gamers. However, 

females still represent a smaller share, only 38%, of the total video game market 

(Entertainment Software Association, 2007). While women over 18 constitute a larger 

proportion of video game players (31%) than boys under 17 (20%), girls under 18 still 

remain a small share of video game players (Entertainment Software Association, 2007). 

There are several explanations for girls’ lack of interest in video games. Girls 

often report that the violent nature of many available video games does not resonate with 

them (J. Cooper & Weaver, 2003). Girls report being disinterested in aspects of 

traditional video game play, such as social isolation, competition, mastery of skill, and 

violence (Agosto, 2004). As educators incorporate video games into the K-12 curriculum, 

educators need to pay attention to how gender stereotypes may affect girls’ learning, 

especially if they feel disinterested or alienated in the classroom (J. Cooper & Weaver, 

2003). Additionally, some researchers argue that when girls do play video games that 
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tend to highlight masculine traits, such as violence and mastery, girls have to negotiate 

their femininity based on masculine ideals (Walkerdine, 2007). 

Reports by girls about their lack of interest in video games are complemented by 

qualitative and quantitative content analyses of video game content that identify sexist 

representations in mainstream popular video games (Cassell & Jenkins, 1998b; Consalvo 

& Dutton, 2006; Kennedy, 2002; Smith et al., 2003). Popular video games, such as first-

person shooter games, rely heavily on gender stereotypes, and often portray female 

characters as weak and hypersexual (Hartmann & Klimmt, 2006; Jansz, 2005; Kennedy, 

2002). Sexist representations, researchers argue, may account for girls’ lack of interest in 

playing video games. 

Girls do enjoy playing video games, just not the ones that are generally available. 

Girls report that they prefer games which involve social interaction and narratives that 

allow for exploration and problem-solving (Lucas & Sherry, 2004). In the 1990s, several 

game design companies developed games specifically targeted toward girls. Additionally, 

there was a rise of female-owned and female staffed game companies, such as Girl 

Games and Girltech, which designed and marketed games toward girls’ interests. There 

were several strategies in approaches designed to capture the girl market, ranging from 

games such as Barbie Fashion Designer that were intended to draw on girls’ specific 

interests, to the design of female characters that challenged traditional stereotypes 

(Kennedy, 2002). While these range of strategies may be effective in increasing girls’ 

interest, it is still important to be critical about the implications of gender stereotypes for 

computer game design. As Cassell and Jenkins (1998a) warn, “if we target games toward 

girls, we may find ourselves falling into the trap of targeting only the most stereotypical 

aspects of current girlhood. In doing so, we are ensuring that boys will not play with girl-

targeted games, once again ghettoizing girls’ interests as the marked option” (p. 36). 
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Additionally, one of the limitations in research on gender and video games is that 

researchers tend to study boys and girls as two distinct groups, rather than understanding 

how boys’ and girls’ interests may converge (Kafai, 1998). Understanding which design 

elements appeal to both boys and girls may be a strategy for equality, especially in 

designing educational games. 

One recent game that had cross-over appeal for both males and females was The 

Sims, considered one of the most successful commercially selling games of all time 

(Steen, Greenfield, Davies, & Tynes, 2006). The Sims allows players to create their own 

interactive worlds, building characters and living environments. Will Wright, creator of 

The Sims describes the game as “a digital dollhouse”(Leith, 2006, p. 20). The Sims is 

different than many popular goal-oriented games, such as World of Warcraft, where 

players try to achieve and master certain levels. Instead, the objective of The Sims is 

open-ended, allowing users to design and engage in characters’ lives for as long as it 

holds their interest. The Sims creates an interactive environment which Wright describes 

as  “sandbox play,” where the game offers many possibilities for users, rather than a 

linear and complete narrative (Leith, 2006). The success of The Sims suggests that there 

are certain aspects of game playing that may be interesting to females, but also that 

different types of games have appeal to both genders.  

In addition to games that appeal to both male and female audiences, games 

designed to appeal to girls’ specific interests have proven successful, the most popular of 

which is Barbie Fashion Designer (Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 1998). In their analysis 

of the success of the Mattel game, Subrahmanyam and Greenfield argue that the very 

nature of the game, which focused on dressing up Barbie dolls, appealed to girls because 

of their familiarity with this type of play. In Barbie Fashion Designer, girls design outfits 

for their dolls. They can pick the type of clothes they want to design, including jeans, 
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purses, shirts, and shoes. They also choose colors and patterns for the clothes. Once 

finished, players can print out their designs on fabric paper that can be loaded into ink-jet 

printers and they can complement designs with fabric markers and paint. 

Barbie Fashion Designer is significant because it does not engage players in 

pretend play, such as in first-person shooter games, but instead allows girls to create 

objects and engage in play that they find compelling (Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 

1998, p. 58). In this way, the software makes the computer “yet another accessory for 

Barbie play. The computer takes on the role of a tool and, unlike other games, ceases to 

be an end unto itself” (Subrahmanyam & Greenfield, 1998, p. 59). The computer is no 

longer a machine, but rather a “tool in the player’s imaginative play” (Subrahmanyam & 

Greenfield, 1998, p. 59).  Subrahmanyam and Greenfield conclude that “girls like 

nonagressive play activities that allow them to create fantasies set in familiar settings 

with familiar characters” (p. 66).  

Very few studies have looked at girls as video game designers (Kafai, 1998). 

However, understanding the context of girls learning video game design can reveal 

strategies for encouraging girls’ participation in programming. For example, in a study of 

adolescents’ design of educational video games, Kafai (1996) found several differences 

between games designed by boys and girls. Boys’ games tended to replicate several 

features, such as destroying objects and narratives focused around beating out the 

competition, that were available in mainstream games, such as those offered by Nintendo. 

Girls preferred not only less violence, but also different types of characters, types of 

games, and game environments. Given the chance to design their own games, girls chose 

to create their own worlds and characters, “compensating for the sexism and violence 

found in many video games” (Kafai, 1998, p. 109). However, while there were 

differences in choices of narrative and characters, there were also similarities among the 
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boys’ and girls’ games. Kafai points out that gender differences are not universal—

different games allow for different types of play and experience. In her later work on 

technological literacy, Kafai found gender differences tend to change after extended 

exposure to activities (Ching et al., 2000). 

Insights from studies about what elements girls choose to feature in game design 

and what games girls prefer suggest the need to look at both the context in which girls 

learn to become game designers, as well as the content used to encourage them. In the 

following sections, I show how the Girl Scouts envisioned video game design as 

increasing girls’ technological literacy, as well as how teachers approached technological 

learning in the classroom.  

HOW IS TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY CONCEPTUALIZED? 

In this section, I draw on interviews with program staff and promotional materials 

to show how technological literacy was conceptualized in the Animated Game Design 

workshop. Next, I comment on why girls attended the workshop. 

Technology Operations and Concepts 

The Animated Game Design Workshop was advertised in the Girl Scouts’ 

quarterly publication Possibilities with the following description:   

Create an animated game to publish on-line or email to your friends! Use the 
Flash development environment to create and import artwork into your game. 
Storyboard your game using action scripting to bring it alive! At the end of the 
day you’ll take a copy of your game home on a CD! (Texas Girl Scouts, 2007, p. 
37) 

In the Animated Game Design Workshop, which took place over a four-hour 

period, girls learned how to create their own Girl Scout Style game. Using Macromedia 

Flash, the girls learned to design their own main character, a Girl Scout, along with 

clothes and accessories that they could drag and drop onto the character. In the workshop, 
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the girls also learned how to use the drawing tools, group objects together, import 

objects, and write action script to make their objects move within the program. This game 

is similar to Barbie Fashion Designer, yet rather than choosing from a range of pre-made 

clothing, girls learned to design their own outfits, choose their own colors, and write 

computer code to make the objects move. 

The design of the Girl Scout Style Game was a collaborative effort between 

Kristine Kopelke and the GTC. Kopelke runs the website, www.flashclassroom.com, 

which provides educators with resources on how to incorporate Flash into classroom 

settings. Chandra Singh, program director at the GTC spoke about the choice of Flash for 

this workshop. She commented,  

we thought Flash was a good way to go because it’s used in real-life and it’s easy 
to export and email as a file to your friends or family or [post on] your website. A 
lot of girls have a Myspace account and they could put this up there and say, 
“Look what I designed,” or email it to each other.42 

In general, technological literacy was conceptualized as learning a “real-world” skill that 

is used in professional settings. Flash is increasingly used for animation and Web design 

and program staff emphasized the importance of learning how to navigate this software. 

The design element of the game also allows girls to create their own representations of 

what they would like to see in a videogame. Finally, program staff thought that the 

accessibility of the program would allow girls to complete a finished project in a 

specified amount of time.  

The teacher for the workshop was Greg Herman, a male instructor from a local 

community college. Herman is a freelance graphic artist and has his own design studio, 

where he provides Web and print design to local clients. Herman has also volunteered for 

local nonprofits to teach multimedia design. In my interview with Herman, he did not talk 

                                                
42 Singh, Personal Communication, 26 October 2007. 
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specifically about his approach to technological learning. However, he stressed the 

differences between adults and youth when learning new software. Herman commented 

that in his experience, youth tend to be more willing to experiment with software and are 

often innovative in their use of the software. Additionally, he commented that youth tend 

to learn new software more quickly than adults.  

In addressing the technical skills that girls would learn in the classroom, program 

staff spoke about both the economic and democratic benefits for girls. From an economic 

perspective, learning Flash would be useful for girls if they wanted to pursue careers as 

animators or Web designers. From a democratic perspective, the ability for girls to 

showcase their work in other venues besides the workshop, such as on their social 

networking sites, would draw attention to girls’ active participation as video game 

designers. Giving value to girls’ work is an important aspect of technological learning for 

girls who may have limited opportunities to see themselves as video game designers. As 

several scholars note, boys are more likely than girls to have opportunities to interact 

with computers outside of school and have more opportunities to learn about computer 

programming (Fancsali, 2002; Sadker & Sadker, 1995). Thus, teaching girls Flash would 

enable their participation in the broader digital culture. Diversity in the sources of cultural 

production is an important aspect of democratic society because it gives value to different 

perspectives.  

Self-Expression and Creativity 

In my interview with Singh, she spoke about the importance of designing 

computer-based activities that are interesting to girls. As she commented, girls do not 

want to learn computer programming to master a skill, but instead want to see how to use 

computer programming to extend their interests. Based on the research on the types of 

video games that are interesting to girls, Singh and Kopelke designed the Girl Scout Style 
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Game. The game is intended to interest girls by drawing on girls’ familiarity with a 

traditionally feminine activity, playing dress up. Additionally, research suggests that girls 

prefer games in which they can create their own scenarios and fantasies. Thus, the game 

encourages girls to be creative in the design process and to create their own images of 

girls from scratch. 

In my interview with Herman, he also commented on the importance of 

multimedia software programs for helping youth to express themselves. Herman 

commented that programs such as Flash, which allow youth opportunities to draw and 

create their own images, can provide a springboard for youths’ innovation.  

Girls’ Conceptualizations of Technological Literacy 

Eleven girls, ages 11-15, and three parents attended the workshop. In total, 6 girls 

were white, 4 girls were Latina, and there was one African American girl. Table 9 

describes the names of the participants as well as their racial and ethnic makeup.  



 175 

Table 9. Animated Game Design  Workshop Participants 

Name Race/Ethnicity 

Diane White 

Allie White 

Abby White 

Jennifer White 

Emily White 

Karen White 

Victoria  Latina 

Lauren Latina 

Erin Latina 

Isabella Latina 

Angie African American 

In general, girls spoke about how the workshop would allow them to learn about 

different careers. Erin, a 13 year old Latina in the 7th grade attended the workshop with 

her mother. Erin was interested in gaining exposure to a range of career opportunities and 

learning about what education she needed to pursue these interests. Throughout the 

workshop, Erin took notes on what the instructor was saying and was able to work with 

her mom to complete the tasks.  
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Jennifer attended the workshop with her father. She brought a sketchbook with 

her that contained her drawings, many of which were drawn in the style of anime. 

“Anime” refers to a Japanese style of animation. Jennifer’s father was eager to speak with 

me about how weekend technology classes were a way for the two of them to spend time 

together. His work in the biotechnology industry required that he travel extensively 

during the week. Weekend technology classes were a way for the two of them to 

participate in activities they both enjoyed, while also helping Jennifer to become 

technologically literate. He was very interested in her computer literacy, and enrolled her 

in a special program for information technology at an area high school. His goal for 

Jennifer was for her to make connections between her interest in art and the use of 

technology to extend this interest. Also, he spoke to me about the technologies that he 

bought for her to encourage her to engage with technology, including an electronic 

drawing pad. 

Other girls spoke about how the workshop would offer increased access to 

technology. For example, Diane spoke about how participating in the workshop would 

allow her to have greater access to computers. She commented that her home computer 

was outdated and the GTC offered an opportunity to learn about the latest software and to 

work with faster computers. 

HOW IS TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY IMPLEMENTED IN THE CLASSROOM? 

In this section, I draw on my observations of the classroom to show how 

technological literacy was implemented in the workshop.  

Teacher-Student Interaction 

In the classroom, Herman emphasized a skill-based definition of technological 

literacy. In his introduction to the workshop, Herman explained to the girls that they 
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would be learning to use the computer program Flash to design different features of the 

Girl Scout Style Game. Herman projected a sample of the finished game on a screen in 

the front of the room to show the girls what the end product would look like. On the 

screen, there was an animated figure of a girl surrounded by clothing and accessories. In 

a quick survey of the room, none of the girls had experience with Flash. Herman 

explained to the girls that Flash was a computer program that “makes games and 

interfaces for the Web.” After his brief introduction to what they would be learning, 

Herman began the workshop. Unlike the Media Mavens workshops, Herman did not ask 

the girls to introduce themselves and did not get to know their names.  

During the first half of the workshop, Herman taught the girls how to use the 

different features of the software program, including how to change the background 

colors and how to draw objects, such as circles and squares. Herman’s approach to 

teaching was to demonstrate the different features of the software program. Girls 

followed along by watching a projected screen of Herman’s computer in the front of the 

room. As Herman moved his mouse to different features of the program, girls imitated 

what he was doing.  

Herman’s approach to teaching was to try to make the difficult concepts of the 

software program accessible to the girls by using plain, non-technical language. For 

example, after Herman showed the girls the different features of the program, he told 

them they were going to learn “Action Script” which is the computer programming 

language of Flash. He explained that programming is “just telling the computer what to 

do.” Herman displayed the code that girls would type into the computer to be able to 

move the objects around in the game. In order to make their objects move, girls just had 

to repeat what Herman typed.  
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During the second half of the workshop, Herman showed girls how to import 

objects into the program in order to start designing their own games. He offered the girls 

several ideas about how to customize their projects, such as drawing different hair styles. 

Girls worked on their projects for the last hour of the workshop. Herman offered his help 

to girls if they had difficulty drawing or animating their objects. 

Overall, Herman’s approach to teaching was to provide girls with step-by-step 

instructions that highlighted the different features of Flash that they would need to know 

to create their own projects. In this way, he emphasized the importance of learning all of 

the features of the software, then applying this learning to create their own projects.  

Differing Levels of Familiarity with Computers 

In my observations of the workshop, it was clear that there were differing levels 

of familiarity with computers among the girls. The girls’ comfort level with computers 

was reflected in how they spoke about computers. For example, there were eight desktop 

and four laptop computers. As the girls arrived, they self-selected which computers they 

would use. Karen, Isabella, Lauren and Diane chose the laptop stations because they had 

no prior experience with or knowledge of laptops. After Karen sat down at the laptop, she 

asked, “where is the mouse,” which reflected her unfamiliarity with laptops. Both Karen 

and Isabella had difficulty using the mousepad throughout the project, which made it 

harder for them to use the drawing functions of the Flash program. When Herman 

showed the girls how to type their computer code, both Karen and Isabella had a difficult 

time using the keyboard on the laptop computers, since it was different from the desktop 

computers that they were used to. 

Herman did not address the different levels of technological literacy in the 

classroom. Instead, he provided the girls with step-by-step instructions on the different 

features of the software program and assumed that all of the girls in the room had the 
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same level of knowledge about how to operate computers. Although Herman 

demonstrated the steps that girls should take to complete different tasks, girls had 

different skill levels when it came to using the computers. Some girls felt comfortable 

navigating their way around the computers and completing the tasks that Herman 

demonstrated. In my observations, it was clear that basic concepts, such as how to use a 

mouse and how to launch and save programs, were areas that girls had varying degrees of 

expertise with and affected their ability to follow along with Herman’s instruction.  

Gauging Girls’ Learning 

Herman emphasized a skill-based approach to teaching, in which he showed the 

girls how to master different features of the software program. While some girls easily 

picked up on this approach to teaching, other girls got lost and confused easily. Herman 

could sense that girls were not following and periodically would ask questions of the girls 

to gauge their learning. For example, one of the first tasks Herman had the girls complete 

was to draw shapes in “object drawing mode.” This task required girls to change a feature 

within the software program so that they could draw different shapes. Many girls 

commented that they did not understand how to perform this task and were frustrated that 

their screen looked differently than the one projected in front of the room. Abby raised 

her hand and said, “I’m confused.”  Karen commented, “I don’t get it.” Herman’s 

approach to girls’ questions was to help girls individually, rather than explain the steps to 

the entire classroom several times. 

The girls were noticeably frustrated with the instruction because they had 

difficulty following along. For example, after he demonstrated how to write computer 

code, he asked the girls, “who loves Flash?” Only Angie raised her hand. After the break, 

Herman showed the girls how to import objects into the program so that they could start 
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creating their game. When Herman asked, “is everyone doing OK?” there was an audible 

“no” in the classroom. 

While many of the girls had difficulty following along with the instruction, Angie 

and Victoria figured out the steps quickly and waited quietly while Herman helped the 

girls who did not understand. Angie seemed especially confident in her learning. She 

switched back and forth between the Flash program and a game of Solitairre while she 

waited for Herman to explain the next steps. 

GIRLS’ RESPONSE TO TECHNOLOGICAL LEARNING 

In this section, I comment on girls’ response to technological learning in the 

workshop through observations in the classroom and analysis of their completed projects. 

In my observations and conversations with the girls during the workshop, I noted how 

girls changed their participation throughout the workshop. As Rogoff (1993) writes, 

learning occurs as members change their participation within communities of practice. 

Lave and Wenger (1991) use the term “legitimate peripheral participation” to describe the 

processes through which individuals become members. In this process of participation, 

from peripheral to more central, individuals learn to take on and identify with the values 

of the community. Wenger(1999) writes, “participation here refers not just to local events 

of engagement in certain activities with certain people, but to a more encompassing 

process of being active participants in the practices of social communities and 

constructing identities in relation to those communities (emphasis in original)” (p. 63). In 

this way, learning, which is a process of identity formation, is characterized by members’ 

changing participation in communities of practice. In communities of practice, learning is 

characterized by members’ transformation of participation as well as what Rogoff (1993) 

calls “participatory appropriation” (p. 121). Participatory appropriation refers to the 

process through which individuals transform their skills through their participation in 
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sociocultural activities. In my analysis, I look at how girls appropriate the knowledge 

from the workshop into their final projects. Additionally, I look at how girls learned to 

take on identities as game designers. 

Girls’ Participation 

Participation in this workshop was largely nonverbal. Throughout the workshop, 

only Karen and Addy raised their hands to ask questions of the instructor. Karen was the 

most vocal of the group, while Addy tended to whisper her questions to the instructor. 

The girls in the workshop seemed to be uncomfortable asking questions of the instructor. 

However, girls expressed their interest in their learning in other ways. Throughout the 

workshop, girls giggled as they learned to draw different hair styles and eyes for their 

dolls. These softer forms of participation may reflect a specific form of communication 

that reflects girls’ adolescent development. Many psychologists cite adolescence as a 

point at which girls begin to lose confidence in their abilities (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; 

Gilligan, 1982; Pipher, 1994). This loss of confidence can be reflected in many ways, 

such as shyness or feeling uncomfortable about one’s body. However, girls’ nonverbal 

participation does not mean that they were not learning and participating in the activities. 

In this workshop, whispering and giggling were legitimate forms of peripheral 

participation as they experimented with the software and created their projects.
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Peer Interaction 

Much of the instruction during the workshop was designed for each individual girl 

to develop her own project. Herman did not encourage the girls to interact or learn from 

one another. However, some girls took the opportunity to teach each other when they 

understood how to complete certain tasks.   

Isabella and Karen attended the workshop together and helped each other figure 

out how to navigate the software. Karen was the most vocal participant in the classroom. 

Several times throughout the workshop, Karen raised her hand and asked Herman for 

help. Karen had difficulty understanding how to use the toolbars in the program as well 

as switching back and forth between the different modes of the program. “Modes” allow 

users to complete different tasks, such as moving objects around or writing computer 

code to help animate the objects. After Herman helped Karen complete the tasks, Karen 

would then show Isabella, who was sitting next to her. Isabella seemed hesitant to ask 

questions of Herman and instead relied on Karen’s instruction. I have included their 

projects in Figures 8 and 9. 
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Figure 8. Isabella’s Project 

 

 
 

Figure 9. Karen’s Project 
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While both Isabella and Karen learned how to change the background color of the 

screen, they had difficulty drawing different objects and accessories for their dolls. Both 

Karen and Isabella were sitting at the laptop stations in the classroom and had problems 

operating the computers, which affected not only their ability to draw different objects 

but also to navigate the features of the software program. In the end, both Isabella and 

Karen spoke to me about how they did not really understand most of what they learned. 

However, they were happy to have a completed project and responded that they had fun 

during the workshop.  

Abby and Allie, who were best friends and attended the workshop together, also 

did not understand all of the steps in the workshop. Both of these girls were shy and 

hesitant to ask Herman questions when they did not understand. Abby raised her hand a 

few times to ask questions of Herman. When she spoke to Herman, she tended to whisper 

her question. Many of her questions were about how to erase or “undo” actions that she 

was not happy with. Once Herman explained the step to her, she would work with Allie 

to complete the task. The girls repeated this process several times throughout the 

workshop. I have included their projects in Figures 10 and11.  
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Figure 10. Abby’s Project 

 
 

Figure 11. Allie’s Project 
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In their finished projects, both Abby and Allie have similar features. They both 

drew purple dresses and necklaces. Additionally, these projects show a different level of 

drawing proficiency than the other projects in the classroom. For example, in Abby’s 

project, there are several accessories that are difficult to determine what they are 

supposed to represent. However, Abby and Addy were able to learn from each other to 

complete their projects.  

These projects show how collaborative learning may be helpful in teaching girls 

about new software. Throughout the workshop, many of the girls were hesitant to ask 

questions of the instructor. However, both Karen and Abby interacted with Herman to 

address the problems they encountered in completing the tasks. In turn, both Karen and 

Abby used this knowledge to help their friends figure out their questions in learning the 

software. As a result, Karen and Abby were able to assist their friends and all four girls 

were able to finish their projects. 

Self-Representation 

Learning the features of the computer program was the main goal of the 

workshop, not only as reported by program staff but also through the way technological 

learning was taught in the classroom. Program staff saw the benefit of designing a 

computer game in which the main character was a Girl Scout. Participants in the 

workshop could identify with the main character not only because it was female, but also 

because girls could relate to the codes and norms of the Girl Scouts. Both Singh and 

Herman saw this strategy as a motivating factor for encouraging girls to learn computer 

programming. What they did not anticipate, however, was how girls would respond to 

computer programming. In my observations in the classroom and my analysis of girls’ 

finished projects, girls appeared to be motivated by the design elements of the game 

which allowed them to make the main character look more like them. They were also 
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motivated by the ability to customize the features of the game, such as the backgrounds, 

hairstyles, or clothing, to reflect their own sense of style. This aspect of self-

representation did not emerge in my interviews with staff, but became an important 

feature of the workshop. 

Style 

 One of the features of the workshop was to allow girls to create their own main 

characters and to design clothing and accessories that they could drag and drop onto their 

character. In the first part of the workshop, Herman showed the girls how to use the 

different features of the Flash program, such as how to draw shapes and change colors. 

During the second half of the workshop, girls applied their learning to design their own 

features of the game. 

While girls did not understand all of the functions of Flash, the features of Flash 

that allow for customization were interesting to the girls in the workshop. The game was 

titled the “Girl Scout Style” game and style was an important component to girls’ final 

projects. Some projects tended to emphasize a range of colors and accessories, while 

other girls were just learning how to navigate the software. For example, Erin chose to 

draw several different hairstyles for their doll. Her main character could have either blond 

or brown hair Figure 12 is Erin’s project. 
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 Figure 12. Erin’s Project 

 

 

 

Erin’s project also reflects a common theme in the girls’ projects. Many of the 

girls designed different types of clothing for their main character. In Erin’s project, she 

designed three different colored shoes, as well as a polka dot dress, a black dress, and a 

pair of pants. 

Emily also chose to design different hairstyles, shows and clothing for her project. 

Figure 13 is Emily’s project.  
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Figure 13. Emily’s Project 

 

 

 Not all girls chose to design traditionally feminine accessories for their doll. 

Jennifer, who attended the workshop with her father and did not interact with the other 

girls, described herself as “emo” and designed all of the accessories and clothing for her 

project to reflect this style. Emo commonly refers to a fashion trend, characterized by 

tight jeans, long bangs, dyed black hair, skate shoes, and t-shirts.43 Emo is also associated 

with a particular set of feelings, including sensitivity and shyness: 

Bands like Fugazi and Rites of Spring were able to gel the crunchy chord 
progressions and loud drums of punk rock with genuine, emotional lyrics about 
heartbreak and relationships without being called pussies. And thus, “emo” was 
born. “Emo” had a good run through the early-to-mid nineties; bands like Sunny 
Day Real Estate and The Promise Ring kept the tradition alive. There was 
something about the music that kids could relate to. Kids who felt isolated and 

                                                
43 Urbandictionary.com defines emo as “Genre of softcore punk music that integrates unenthusiastic 
melodramatic 17 year olds who don’t smile, high pitched overwrought lyrics and inaudible guitar rifts with 
tight wool sweaters, tighter jeans, itchy scarves (even in the summer), ripped chucks with favorite bands 
signature, black square rimmed glasses, and ebony greasy unwashed hair that is required to cover at least 
3/5ths of the face at an angle” http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=emo 
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alienated, the kids who kept diaries and liked to cry, the kids who never got 
picked in gym class because they were too skinny. (Ufan, 2004) 

Not only does “emo” music have an appeal to certain youth who may feel that they are 

outside of the norm, not only because of their appearance and tendency toward emotion, 

“emo” also challenges traditionally norms of both femininity and masculinity. Many of 

the bands feature male musicians who sing about their emotions, ranging from heartbreak 

to depression. This genre of music is counter to hegemonic notions of male musicians as 

powerful and emotionless. Additionally, identifying as “emo” can also be transgressive 

for females. Much of the “emo” style tends to be gender neutral, that is both males and 

females wear the same type of clothing and have similar hair styles.  

In her project, Jennifer designed accessories for her character that reflected a 

particular emo-style. Her main character had green hair and the clothing and accessories 

for the main character included baggie pants, studded belts, and combat boots. 

Participating in this project allowed Jennifer to transgress norms of femininity, which she 

could not relate to. Unfortunately, Jennifer did not allow me to save her project for use in 

this study.  

Race 

In addition to drawing a range of clothes, the ability to change the doll’s skin 

color as a way to make the doll look more like the participants in the workshop resonated 

with some the girls. When the instructor was showing the girls how to change the 

background colors of the game, Angie, the only African American participant, asked if 

she could change the skin color of the main character. The skin color of the main 

character was white. The instructor, who was white, did not anticipate this question (nor 

did the game designers), but was willing to show the girls how to use the tools to create a 

range of skin tones. Figure 14 is Angie’s project. 
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Figure 14. Angie’s Project 

 

 
 

Girls’ Responses to the Teacher 

After the workshop, girls filled out questionnaires about the workshop. In total, I 

collected eight questionnaires. Table 10 lists girls’ responses to the questionnaire items 

about teacher interaction. Questionnaire responses were scored on a Likert scale from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). 3 is a neutral response. 
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Table 10. Teacher Interaction: Animated Game Design 

Item Response (n=8) 
I could ask the teacher questions when I didn’t 
understand something. 

4.38 

The teacher explained the assignment clearly. 3.50 

I learned more because of this teacher. 4.14 

The teacher challenged me to accomplish the 
assignment 

3.89 

 

In general, the girls responded less favorably to questions about how the teacher 

explained the assignment. Girls also did not feel challenged in completing the 

assignments. Girls’ questionnaire responses confirm my observations in the classroom. 

Many girls expressed their confusion during the instruction and fell behind during the 

tasks. 

Girls’ Responses to the Workshop 

Questionnaire results show that girls learned something new during the 

workshops. However, they responded that they were not as confident in their learning or 

in their finished project. Their responses could be due to the teacher’s style or the limited 

amount of time to complete the projects. Table 11 lists girls’ responses to the workshop. 
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Table 11. Girls’ Responses to the Animated Game Design Workshop 

Item Response (n=8) 

I learned something new today 4.75 

The assignments were too difficult 1.88 

I liked this event. 4.00 

I feel confident in what I learned today 3.88 

I am proud of my project. 3.88 

 

In the end, although many of the girls had difficulty learning the software 

program, they all completed a project that they could take home with them. Additionally, 

the girls responded that they enjoyed the event. 

ANALYSIS 

In this section, I provide analysis of how technological literacy was presented in 

the Animated Game Design workshop. In general, teacher instruction stressed the 

technical aspects of learning the software program. This approach to teaching assumed 

that all girls had the same basic knowledge of computers. However, observations in the 

classroom showed that there was a range of experience and understanding about 

computers. Despite these challenges, analysis of girls’ projects showed how girls 

extended the goals of the workshop, beyond just participating in a creative project to also 

applying their learning to represent their own sense of style and identity.  

Competency vs. Fluency 

Herman emphasized a skill-based definition of technological literacy in the 

workshop, in which the goal was to master the different features of the software program. 
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During the workshop, Herman assumed that all of the girls had a basic understanding of 

how computers worked. However, in my observations, it was clear that there was a range 

of technological literacy among the girls. While some girls felt comfortable applying 

their knowledge of different computer software programs to learning new software, other 

girls had a difficult time navigating laptop computers and performing tasks, such as using 

a mouse.  

Herman’s approach to technological literacy emphasized girls’ competency, 

rather than their fluency. Several scholars point out the difference between teaching 

competency and teaching fluency (Hug, 2007; National Research Council, 1999; 

Resnick, Rusk, & Cooke, 1998). While competency emphasizes the skills students need 

to know to perform certain tasks, such as how to launch software programs or how to use 

a keyboard, fluency refers to the ability of individuals to adapt their knowledge to 

changes in technology and synthesize new information. Fluency is an important aspect of 

technological literacy because it includes not only skills, but also concepts and 

capabilities (Pearson & Young, 2002). According to the National Research Council 

(1999) concepts refer to the “how and why of information technology, and they give 

insight into its opportunities and limitations” (p. 2). Concepts provide a basis for 

understanding how technologies work so that students can adapt to technological change. 

Some concepts include understanding how networks work or how information is 

organized. Capabilities is “the ability to apply information technology in complex and 

sustained situations” (National Research Council, 1999, p. 2). Capabilities include logical 

reasoning, evaluating information, and communicating with others. In this dissertation, I 

extend this concept of capabilities to also include the freedoms individuals have to pursue 

their own potential.Teaching students fluency, rather than simply competency, is 

important because it provides a foundation for students to adapt their learning to new 



 195 

technologies. Fluency, then, will serve students in the long term because it provides a 

foundation for lifelong learning.  

Several scholars and policymakers point out the importance of teaching girls 

fluency not only for preparing them for the future, but also for encouraging them to apply 

their  learning to their own interests (American Association of University Women, 2000; 

Ramsey & McCorduck, 2005). These scholars argue that teaching girls fluency can be a 

powerful strategy for addressing the barriers that girls face in technological learning, such 

as a lack of relevant content that reflects their interests.  

Educators suggest several strategies for encouraging fluency, such as 

collaborative learning and project-based learning, where students are encouraged to apply 

their technological learning to solving problems. As was evident in the workshop, 

educators cannot assume that students are fluent with technology. Although Herman 

emphasized the importance of mastering the different elements of the computer program, 

he assumed that the girls had a basic understanding of how to navigate the different 

features of computers. He assumed that girls could transfer their existing knowledge to 

learning a new software program, but this was not true for all of the participants. 

Transferring the knowledge of  how to operate a desktop computer to how to navigate a 

laptop computer, for example, was difficult for some participants. Understanding that 

computer software programs have different modes that allow for different actions was 

also a difficult concept for some participants. Herman’s approach to teaching was to 

show girls how to “fix” the problems they encountered, rather than encouraging them to 

understand the concepts behind the different features of the program. In my observations, 

several girls kept encountering the same problems with the software because they did not 

understand the concepts behind what they were doing. 



 196 

One way to incorporate fluency in classroom learning could be to increase 

opportunities for collaboration, a key element of Standard 2 of the NETs. Standard 2 

states that “students use digital media and environments to communicate and work 

collaboratively, including at a distance, to support individual learning and contribute to 

the learning of others.” While Herman did not emphasize peer-learning in the classroom, 

there were several instances where students benefited from peer learning. In the case of 

both Karen and Isabella and Abby and Addy, girls were able to draw on the knowledge of 

each other to complete their projects. 

Communication Dimensions of Technological Literacy 

Program staff spoke about the importance of designing a video game that featured 

a female character as a strategy for motivating girls to learn computer programming. The 

design was intended to allow girls an opportunity to engage in a creative project. In the 

classroom, girls extended the stated goals of the workshop. One of the important aspects 

of the workshop was for the girls to have an opportunity to represent their own sense of 

style in the workshop. Students were able to customize the features of the game to better 

reflect the other aspects of identity that were important to them. For example, Angie, the 

only African American in the class, wanted to change the skin color of the main character 

to look more like her. Jennifer was able to be an individual by designing a game that was 

different than the other girls’ projects in the room. Unlike the other projects, that had 

dresses and jewelry, Jennifer designed baggy jeans.  

Girls’ approach to their projects suggest the need for informal education programs 

to better understand how using communication technologies can offer girls increased 

opportunities to represent their own interests and experiences. Girls seemed motivated to 

learn computer programming not so that they could master a skill, but instead so they 

could learn how to better apply their learning to develop projects that reflected their own 
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sense of identity. In order to interest a diverse group of girls in computer programming, it 

is important to understand that there are many differences among girls which can affect 

how girls approach technological learning.  

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I showed how technological literacy was conceptualized and 

implemented in a video game design workshop for adolescent girls. Program staff and 

Herman emphasized the importance of learning the technical aspects of Flash 

programming, as well as encouraging girls’ self-expression and creativity. In the 

classroom, many of the girls were interested in the software program because it allowed 

opportunities for self-representation, such as being able to change the skin color of the 

main character and design clothing and accessories that reflected their own sense of style.  

There are several limitations to this study, including using one event, the 

workshop, to explore girls’ technological learning. However, the main goal of my study 

was not to show how well girls learned video game design skills or what impact this 

workshop may have on their future learning, but instead to better understand the process 

through which girls experience video game design. The GTC program creates an all-girl 

space where girls can explore technology outside of the confines of traditional classroom 

settings. The design of the GTC is to encourage girls’ technological learning without the 

pressures that may be present in mixed gender settings. Additionally, the design of the 

Girl Scout Style Game gave girls some experience with computer programming, while 

also engaging them in an activity that would interest them, in this case designing clothing 

and accessories.  

While the research on gender and video games suggests several reasons why girls 

may not be interested in video games, little research focuses on girls as game designers.  

Understanding the range of ways that girls can participate in video game design, beyond 
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mastery of skills, adds complexity to available studies on girls and video game design. 

Program staff emphasized the importance of teaching girls software skills so that they 

would be exposed to career options and be able to participate in the broader digital 

culture. However, in my interviews, girls were interested in video game design for a 

number of reasons, including learning about possible career opportunities, building 

relationships with parents, and participating in shared activities with friends during 

adolescence.  

In order to increase girls’ participation as game designers, it is also important to 

see how technological learning is practiced in the classroom. In my observations, 

instruction was mainly focused on teaching girls’ competency, rather than fluency. Many 

of the girls had difficulty understanding the concepts of the software program. 

Additionally, some of the girls had difficulty understanding concepts of how to navigate 

their way through computers. This suggests the need to rethink how informal educational 

programs address technological learning in the classroom. In order to teach fluency, 

educators could incorporate opportunities for collaboration, where students can draw on 

each others’ knowledge to complete projects.  

Finally, the available research on video games does not adequately address the 

impact of the digital divide on girls. The Girl Scouts offers affordable programs for girls 

to have access to computer training. However, I wonder what opportunities these girls 

may have to use Flash programming in the future. To my knowledge, none of the girls 

had access to Flash outside of the workshop. Unlike the Media Mavens series which used 

low technology in its curriculum, the Animated Game Design relied on the use of “high 

technology.” However, it is important to consider the real opportunities girls have to 

participate outside of this workshop. 
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Chapter 7: Document Herstory 

“These are the girls who need Girl Scouts the most.” 
--Allison Hargrave, Uniquely Targeted Program Specialist  

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I examine how technological literacy was conceptualized, 

implemented, and received in the Document Herstory camp, a week-long camp at the 

GTC for girls living in therapeutic group homes in Texas. The goal of the camp was to 

introduce girls to documentation techniques, ranging from oral history to digital video. 

Unlike the Media Mavens series and the Animated Game Design workshop, I played an 

active role in designing the curriculum for this camp.  

First, I provide background on the camp as well as the girls participating in the 

camp. Next, I show how program staff incorporated several national standards of 

technological literacy into the camp activities, including communication, self-expression 

and creativity, and technology operations and concepts. In the classroom, I look at how 

teachers presented assignments to girls and what aspects of technological learning they 

emphasized. Finally, I look at girls’ response to technological learning. As I will show, 

there were several limits to implementing technological learning during the camp, 

including institutional differences between the Girl Scouts and the Group Home, race and 

class differences between teachers and students, and assumptions about what activities 

girls would like to participate in.  

BACKGROUND OF DOCUMENT HERSTORY 

The Document Herstory camp took place at the GTC from July 9-July 12, 2007. 

The camp was advertised in promotional materials with the following description: 

“Explore your family heritage and history as you research the women of Texas. Create a 

documentary about your findings and put together an e-zine by week’s end” (Texas Girl 
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Scouts, 2007, p. 56). Unlike the Media Mavens and Animated Game Design workshops, 

the Document Herstory camp was a week-long event. Girl Scouts week-long summer 

camps offer girls the opportunity to participate in more in-depth activities about specific 

topics. The Document Herstory camp was designed around the concept of documentary. 

“Herstory” was intended to be a gender-specific approach, focusing on the importance of 

documenting and celebrating women’s history. The goal of the Document HerStory camp 

was to introduce girls to a variety of documentation techniques including oral history, 

mural making, video-making, and photo preservation. Projects were designed to apply 

girls’ knowledge by working on projects to practice these techniques. Another goal of the 

camp was to contribute the girls’ projects to a larger time capsule project. The Texas Girl 

Scouts were in the early stages of planning a time capsule and this camp would provide 

an overview of best practices for preserving different materials. Some of the girls’ 

projects would be included in the time capsule. 

While the camp was originally advertised through the Girl Scouts Web site and in 

promotional materials, not enough girls signed up for the event. The Girl Scouts decided 

to use grant money to invite girls from the Group Home to participate. The Group Home 

hosts a Girl Scout troop that is affiliated with Girl Scouts outreach programs. Allison 

Hargrave, troop leader, met with the girls weekly and they participated in a number of 

Girl Scouting activities. 

BACKGROUND ON THE GROUP HOME 

The Group Home, founded in Texas in 1916, is a residential treatment center for 

girls whose parents’ rights have been terminated, primarily for abuse and neglect. While 

at the Group Home, girls undergo therapy and learn social skills that will help them 

transition into foster homes. Since many of the girls are teenagers, they are not easily 

placed into foster homes and many of the girls will remain at the Group Home until they 
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are eighteen years old. As a result, the program also teaches the girls a number of life 

skills. For example, the girls are placed into group houses of about eight girls. In each of 

the houses, there is a house mother, a therapist, and social workers who help the girls 

with their life skills. In the houses, girls take responsibility for cleaning, cooking, 

planning meals, and grocery shopping. Additionally, some of the older girls have jobs 

after school in local businesses. 

Academically, many of the girls are not on their grade-level because of their 

transitional home life. Many of the girls are also diagnosed with Attention Deficit 

Disorder (ADD) which affects their ability to learn in traditional school settings. The 

Group Home hosts a school on their premises to address girl’s different learning levels. 

Not all girls attend the school at the Group Home. Girls can earn privileges to attend 

public schools in the Austin area. 

In the summers, many of the girls attend different camps in the community. Most 

of the girls are “mainstreamed,” or attend camps without other girls from the Group 

Home. Document HerStory was unique because it was open to only girls from the Group 

Home. 

The girls’ access to ICTs at the Group Home is restricted. Each of the group 

houses has one computer, yet access to the Internet is monitored. Because this population 

of girls is considered vulnerable, the Group Home monitors outside communication. The 

girls are not allowed to have cell phones and all communication and calls must go 

through the central office. Each group house does have TVs and DVD players. Because 

of the girls’ restricted access to ICTs, there were varying levels of familiarity with 

computers and the Internet, which I will discuss in my observations of the camp.  

Girls’ clothing and personal possessions were restricted. For example, the Group 

Home has a dress code, which dictates which items of clothing are acceptable or 
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unacceptable. Girls spoke about how their possessions were often destroyed or stolen. 

The Group Home told Girl Scout staff that material items were important to the girls 

because their home life is transitional. During the camp, girls designed their own tote 

bags and t-shirts, which they could keep at the end of the week. Additionally, we gave the 

girls notebooks with information about the camp as well as journals in which they could 

write about their experiences. Throughout the week, girls also completed craft projects, 

such as making jewelry boxes and necklaces, which they could keep. The importance of 

material items can be illustrated in Regina’s comments. On the first day of camp, she 

asked if she could take her totebag home each night because she was afraid if it was left 

at the Girl Scouts it would be stolen or taken away from her. Additionally, Regina asked 

special permission to take home her journal and notebook to have extra reading material.  

DESCRIPTION OF PARTICIPANTS 

Throughout the week, fourteen different girls participated in the camp. Seven of 

the girls were white, four African American, and three Latina. Girls ranged in age from 

12 to17. Table 12 list the girls, their racial makeup, their ages, and the days the attended 

the camp. 
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Table 12. Document Herstory Participants 

Name Race/Ethnicity Age Days attended 
Hillary  White 15 M, T 
Leticia  African American 13 M-TH 
Allison  White 13 M, T, TH 
Regina  Latina 13 M-TH 
Shelly  White 13 M-TH 
Brittney  White 16 M, T, TH 
Eva  Hispanic 13 M-TH 
Elizabeth  White 17 M-TH 
Tonya White 14 T-TH 
Cecilia African American 15 T, TH 
Shane African American 13 T-TH 
Cora African American 14 W, TH 
Heidi White 13 W, TH 
Monica White 15 T, W, TH 

Not every girl attended camp every day. In the mornings, social workers would determine 

which girls would be able to attend. Only five girls attended the camp every day. 

Additionally, some girls left or arrived at lunchtime, depending on whether they had 

other activities or if there were restrictions imposed on their behavior. As I will show, the 

inconsistency of attendance caused several problems with instruction. 

ESTABLISHING RAPPORT  

The Group Home agreed to have the girls participate in the study and I obtained 

their informed consent. However, Group Home staff did not agree to allow the girls to 

participate in semi-structured interviews, because they are considered a vulnerable 

population. Group Home staff were concerned about protecting girls’ privacy and their 

emotional well-being. Although I explained that I am required by the Institutional 

Review Board to take measures to protect girls’ privacy, staff still declined the girls’ 

permission to participate in interviews.  
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Working with this population of girls was different than working with girls 

attending weekend workshops. First, I had the opportunity to work with these girls over 

the course of a week, allowing me more insight into their learning than girls I came in 

contact with during weekend workshops. Unlike the workshops where I acted as an 

outsider who also occasionally assisted girls in their learning, during the camp I played 

an active role as one of the teachers. Since I was teaching them how to use the video 

cameras and how to do the video editing, I was able to observe how girls engaged with 

ICTs over the course of a week. Developing a relationship with the girls throughout the 

week was a strategy for establishing rapport and learning more about their lives.  

HOW WAS TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY CONCEPTUALIZED? 

In this section, I draw on participant observation and interviews with program 

staff to show how technological literacy was conceptualized in the Document Herstory 

curriculum. Program staff emphasized both the political and developmental benefits of 

technological literacy. Participants would use their technological learning to document 

women’s history, thus highlighting the importance of women’s contributions to society. 

Participants would also use their technological learning for self-development, including 

earning badges for their achievements and participating in creative projects. 

Christine Grant and I designed the curriculum for the camp. Grant, a history buff, 

developed the concept for the camp. Grant has over ten years’ experience working with 

the Girl Scouts and is a leader of her teenage daughter’s Girl Scout troop. Grant has 

volunteered with the GTC since it was launched in 2000. Additionally, she has designed 

curriculum for previous camps, including the Groovy Games for Girls camp during the 

Spring of 2007. During this camp, girls learned how to create animated games using 

Flash software. Girls also learned about games from around the world and designed 

games using a number of materials, ranging from wood to computers.  
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There were two main components of the camp. Grant’s goal was to show the girls 

that there were a number of different types of technologies that could be used to preserve 

the past. She planned to engage the girls in activities ranging from oral history to mural-

making. The second component of the camp was to utilize the resources of the GTC. 

Girls would learn how to use video cameras and editing software to make short videos 

about women in the community. They would also learn how to use digital cameras to 

document their experiences throughout the week.  

Several of the scheduled activities fulfilled requirements for the American 

Patriotism and Media Savvy Interest Projects (IPs). Grant would teach girls how to fold 

the American flag and talk about the history of the “Star Spangled Banner.” These 

activities fulfilled the “skill builders” portion of the American Patriotism badge. Grant 

planned to speak to the girls about how the American Flag was made in order to fulfill 

the “technology” portion of the badge. In order to fulfill the “careeer” portion of the 

badge, Grant invited a woman from the Army to talk to the girls about her experiences. 

On the last day of camp, girls would learn how to properly dispose of the American flag, 

fulfilling the “service” requirement. Grant selected these activities since the Group Home 

staff told us that many of the girls aspired to join the armed forces. Several of the girls 

were part of the Junior Reserve Officer’s Training Core (R.O.T.C.).  

I planned several activities to fulfill the Media Savvy badge. Girls would learn 

how to operate cameras and produce a short video, fulfilling the “technology” portion of 

the badge. Additionally, we planned to take a tour of a local televisions news station to 

fulfill the “career” requirement of the badge. 

Grant and I met four times between March and June 2007 to plan the curriculum 

for the camp. In one of our meetings, we met with staff from the Group Home and 

Allison Hargrave, troop leader for the girls at the Group Home. During the meeting, the 
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Group Home staff provided background on the girls and their approach to the girls’ 

treatment. Staff explained that the girls were distrustful of adults because many of the 

adults in their lives had abandoned or neglected them. Additionally, many of the girls 

were taking medications to help them manage their behavior. In order to assist us with the 

camp, the Group Home provided social workers throughout the week to focus on any 

behavioral issues that may arise and administer medications to the girls. The Group 

Home staff emphasized that this strategy would allow us to focus on instruction.  

Communication 

One of the main goals of the camp was to use technological learning to document 

women’s contributions to society. Gebert planned several activities where girls learned 

different approaches to documenting community history. For example, Grant planned a 

field trip to a community mural in a local neighborhood. The 120-foot mural is comprised 

of tiles made by local residents. Each tile tells a story about the history of the 

neighborhood. Girls also learned about oral history and Grant had copies of The Diary of 

Anne Frank donated for each girl. A historian also came to talk to the girls about the 

technologies used in preserving photographs. 

The approach to communication during the Document Herstory camp extends 

national standards. Standard 2 of the NETs states that students should “communicate 

information and ideas effectively to multiple audiences using a variety of media and 

formats.” Grant incorporated a broad definition of technology into the planning of the 

curriculum. While the girls would be using digital technologies, including cameras and 

computers, to complete certain projects, they would also be using other technologies, 

such as writing and woodworking, to document history.  

Focusing the camp on documenting women’s contributions to the community 

stresses the relationship between democracy and communication. Democratic 
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frameworks stress the use of technological literacy for engaging citizens in political 

dialogue. In this framework, “politics” refers not only to citizenship activities, such as 

voting or contacting legislators and representatives, but also to citizens’ participation in 

community activities. During the camp, girls would participate in a number of activities 

designed to teach them how to document women’s contributions to society. This 

approach to technological learning highlights both women’s contributions and girls’ 

participation in the process of preserving history. 

Self-Expression and Creativity 

In addition to teaching girls about various documentation techniques, the other 

goal of the camp was to engage girls in creative projects. All of the projects were 

intended to encourage the girls to explore their own history as well as the history of local 

women. 

While Grant originally wanted the girls to explore their own family history, the 

Group Home staff suggested staying away from this topic, since many of the girls have 

troubled relationships with their families. Instead, Grant and I decided to focus on 

activities in which girls could think about their future selves, rather than highlighting 

their past. Girls would participate in activities that allowed them to reflect on themselves, 

such as composing a letter to their future selves and journal writing. Finally, girls would 

use ICTS to engage in creative projects, such as designing t-shirts and totebags, that 

allowed them to express their own interests.  

This approach to projects follows Standard 1 of the NETs, which encourages 

students to apply their technological learning to developing creative projects. Program 

staff’s approach to creativity and self-expression stresses the developmental benefits of 

technological literacy. A developmental framework highlights the importance of 
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technological literacy for individual self-development. There were several activities 

designed to encourage girls to reflect on their experiences during the week.  

Technology Operations and Concepts 

In planning for the camp, Grant and I selected computer-based activities that 

would be accessible to the girls. Group Home staff spoke to us about the different levels 

of technological literacy among the girls. Our goal was to design computer-based 

activities to be both easy to understand and interesting to the girls. Group Home staff 

commented that girls had a basic understanding of Microsoft software programs. Thus, 

camp activities made use of this software. 

Grant and I spoke about the importance of teaching girls the basic knowledge 

about how to operate digital video cameras so that they could conduct interviews of 

women in the community. Recognizing that this group of girls may have little experience 

operating digital video cameras, the goal was to teach girls about the basic functions of 

the cameras. Additionally, we wanted to teach girls the steps in constructing a short 

video, including framing their shots and composing interview questions. The girls would 

learn how to edit their projects on the software Imovie. Learning how to operate cameras 

and producing a short video fulfill the “skill builders” component of the Media Savvy IP. 

One of my goals for the camp was to have all of the girls feel comfortable 

operating the cameras. In my work with youth, I had observed that some girls preferred to 

act in front of the cameras, rather than operate the cameras. In order to encourage all of 

the girls’ participation, I designed activities so that each girl would have the opportunity 

to operate the cameras and create a short video. 

This approach to curriculum follows Standard 6 of the NETs, which calls for 

students to acquire a basic understanding of technology concepts. Additionally, program 

staff’s approach to curriculum stressed the developmental benefits of technological 
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literacy. The goal was to increase girls’ confidence by teaching them how operate digital 

video cameras and engaging them in creative projects that were interesting to them.  

TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY IN THE CLASSROOM 

In this section, I show how technological literacy was implemented in the 

classroom. I focus my discussion on the three activities that required girls to use digital 

technologies, which included designing t-shirts and totebags, creating short videos, and 

digital photography. Next, I comment on what elements of technological learning were 

emphasized in the classroom. While Grant and I had specific goals for the girls’ 

technological learning, these goals had to be adjusted throughout the week due to factors 

including restrictions by the Group Home, girls’ lack of interest in the curriculum, 

behavioral problems, and girls’ varying degrees of technological literacy.  

Designing T-shirts and Totebags 

One of the first activities of the camp was to make notebook covers, totebags, and 

T-shirts that the girls would use while at camp. Grant explained to the girls that they 

should select images from the Internet that represented different aspects of themselves. 

Girls would then insert these images into a Microsoft Word document and arrange the 

pictures into a collage. They would print the collage onto special paper that would then 

be heat-pressed onto the totebags and t-shirts.  

Learning about Digital Video Cameras 

On the first day of camp, I taught the girls how to operate digital video cameras. 

Girls learned about the different functions of the camera, including how to turn on the 

power, how to insert a tape, how to zoom in on images, and how to replay the footage. I 

explained to the girls that we would first learn how to use the cameras, then apply their 

learning to interview each other. My approach to teaching was to demonstrate how each 
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of the camera functions worked and let the girls experiment with the different features of 

the camera. These activities also fulfilled requirements for the Media Savvy badge. 

After the girls learned the different functions of the cameras, the girls worked in 

pairs to interview each other about their lives. The goal of the interviews was not only to 

have some practice with the cameras, but also to acquire some video footage to learn 

about editing. I spoke to the girls about what questions may be appropriate to interview 

someone about their lives. We spoke about the importance of asking open-ended 

questions, rather than questions that had “yes” or “no” responses.  

On the second day of camp, girls learned how to edit together their interviews in 

Imovie, a software program. I showed the girls how to import their footage into the 

computers and how to choose which scenes to include in the timeline. I also showed the 

girls how to insert titles into their videos. 

Interviews with Women in the Community 

On the third day of the camp, the girls applied their learning about cameras to 

interview women in the community. Grant arranged for two women to come talk to the 

girls. Pat Mohammed, a Muslim woman who works for the International Friendship 

Society, would talk to the girls about her job, which included arranging for international 

hosts when they visit Austin. She has traveled to several countries and spoke to the girls 

about her experiences. Grant’s grandmother also was scheduled to speak to the girls. Ms. 

Grant is a quiltmaker and spoke to the girls about the process of making quilts. In 

addition, girls interviewed two women who worked at the Girl Scouts. They interviewed 

Faith Smith, nicknamed “the Cookie Lady,” who is in charge of all of the logistics in 

selling Girl Scout cookies at the Council. They also interviewed Karen Pox, who was in 

charge of Troop 1500, a Girl Scout troop for girls whose mothers are incarcerated. 
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The goal of the interviews was to speak to the women about their work. While I 

wanted the girls to compose their own interview questions, they had trouble coming up 

with questions As a result, I composed five questions for the girls to ask the interview 

subjects. Interview topics included general questions about the women’s work and 

background, how they have seen things change for girls in their lifetime, and what advice 

they would offer girls. 

For the interviews, the girls were in charge of setting up the wireless 

microphones, operating the cameras, and asking the questions. The girls worked in 

groups of three and each girl had a role in conducting the interviews. 

Teacher-Student Interaction 

In this section, I comment on teacher-student interaction. First, I comment on how 

teachers presented the camp to the girls. One of the goals of the camp was to have girls 

participate in traditional Girl Scouting activities, such as the Flag ceremony and earning 

badges, to help the girls feel like members of the Girl Scouts. Next, I show how 

technological learning was approached in the classroom. In general, teachers had two 

approaches to technological learning. In some of the projects, teachers emphasized the 

use of digital technologies for completing creative projects. In others, teachers stressed 

the importance of first learning skills before completing projects. 

Introduction to the Camp  

When the girls first arrived to the camp, Grant explained to them that throughout 

the week, they would be learning about different ways to document history. From the first 

day, it was clear that many of the girls did not chose to participate in the camp, but 

instead their participation was a reward for their good behavior at their group homes. 
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Several girls commented that the camp sounded boring. Brittney told me she didn’t want 

to be at the camp and was definitely not going to stay until the end of the week.  

In addition to explaining the goal of the camp to the girls, Grant explained that 

throughout the week they would be participating in Girl Scouting activities. Each day of 

the camp, girls participated in the Flag ceremony, which was a process of raising the 

flags of the Girl Scouts, State of Texas, and the United States. After the flags were raised, 

girls would recite the “Pledge of Allegiance” as well as the “Girl Scouts Law and 

Promise.” At the end of each day, the girls would go through the process of taking down 

and folding the flags. While participating in the Flag ceremony was a requirement for the 

Patriotism badge, it was also a strategy for including the girls in Girl Scouts’ culture. 

Emphasis on Creativity 

In the classroom, teachers emphasized how digital technologies could help 

students complete creative projects. Rather than teaching girls the different features of 

software programs, teachers approached assignments by showing girls what the finished 

project would look like. For example, one of the first activities of the camp was to create 

t-shirts and totebags. Grant showed the girls a sample t-shirt and instructed the girls to 

create photo collages using Microsoft Word. Grant instructed the girls to search on the 

Internet for images that reflected their interests. After they found their images, Grant 

instructed the girls to insert them into their Word document and arrange the images the 

way they wanted them. For this assignment, teachers encouraged the students to first 

explore how to complete the projects on their own. If they did not understand the steps 

for completing the projects, then teachers would help them complete the tasks. For 

example, Hillary did not know how to launch Word or Microsoft Explorer. I worked with 

her to show her how to launch the programs. Other girls felt comfortable searching the 

Internet and finding their images. However, they did not know how to arrange the images 
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within their documents. Teachers worked with the girls to show them how to format 

images so that they could move them around their documents. Once girls were satisfied 

with their collages, they printed them out on paper that Grant heat-pressed onto white t-

shirts and totebags that they would use throughout the week.  

 A similar approach to technological learning was used to engage the girls in 

digital photography. On the second day of camp, girls used digital cameras to take 

pictures of each other. Rather than give the girls a specific assignment, we instructed the 

girls to take pictures of whatever they were interested in for an hour. Girls paired up in 

groups and spent most of their time posing in front of the camera and looking at 

themselves. After the girls took all of the pictures, the teachers downloaded them onto the 

computers. The girls were told that they could create a one-page collage of the pictures 

and bring them home with them. Grant explained to the girls that they would use 

Microsoft Photodraw to arrange their pictures. Grant encouraged the girls to experiment 

with the software to discover different features that they could use in their projects. 

Rather than teach girls the specific aspects of the software program, teachers addressed 

girls’ questions as they arose. Girls asked questions about how to put different 

backgrounds in their collages or how to insert titles. For example, Grant showed Shane 

how to put star-shaped frames around her pictures. Eva and Regina watched Grant’s 

instruction and then decided to put frames around their pictures.   

In general, teachers emphasized what digital technologies could enable girls to do, 

in this case make t-shirts and photo collages. Teachers motivated girls by showing them  

the end product, rather than teaching them software skills first. In the process, teachers 

tended to de-emphasize software skills, while encouraging girls to think about what they 

wanted their finished projects to look like.  
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Emphasis on Skill 

While teachers tended to emphasize the creative aspect of the projects, the video 

projects were an exception. During the digital video portion of the camp, the approach to 

teaching was to provide girls with an overview on how to operate the cameras, then 

engage them in an exercise to apply their skills. The exercise was to interview each other 

about their lives. In the digital video portion of the camp, I gave the girls step-by-step 

instructions to follow. 

In general, girls were not interested in this approach to teaching. As I was 

explaining to the girls the different features of the cameras, Regina told me that she 

already learned how to use a digital video camera at a camp she attended the previous 

week and did not need any help. Elizabeth told me that she already learned about video 

cameras in school and that this activity was going to be boring. While Elizabeth and 

Regina did not want any help learning about the cameras, Leticia wanted to learn all of 

the functions of the camera. After she learned each of the functions and helped the other 

girls in the room. 

After twenty minutes, girls grew bored of the instruction and wanted to practice 

their interviewing skills with each other. I gave the girls thirty minutes to conduct their 

interviews. Rather than give them specific questions to ask, I instructed the girls to 

interview each other about their hobbies and interests. Most of the girls preferred to 

conduct their interviews without my help. Shelly and Regina took the cameras into a 

separate room so that they could have some privacy during their interviews. Eva and 

Shane asked if they could find a spot outside to do their interviews. The girls especially 

enjoyed seeing each other on the screen. Once they finished interviewing each other, they 

would immediately rewind the videotape to see themselves on the small LCD screen. 

They were also eager to show me what they learned.  
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This emphasis on skills was also used during the video editing portion of the 

camp. On the second day of camp, I taught the girls how to import their footage into the 

software program Imovie and create titles for their projects. I explained to the girls that 

they could select different portions of their video footage that they could insert into the 

timeline to make their finished video. My approach to teaching was to walk the girls 

through the different steps of importing their footage and editing together the different 

pieces. 

In general, girls were uninterested in learning editing. Girls either were frustrated 

about how long editing took or were frustrated by the technical problems they 

encountered. For example, Elizabeth refused to let me help her, telling me that she knew 

what she was doing and that editing was “easy.” When she could not understand how to 

select the scenes that she wanted to edit, she told me that her computer was broken and 

walked away from the activity. Leticia was interested in looking at her video footage, but 

she did not have the patience to learn about editing. After about thirty minutes of looking 

at her footage, she told me that she needed  to “zone out.” She decided to look for 

Hannah Montana Web sites on the Internet. 

Adjusting the Curriculum 

At the end of first day, it was clear that the girls were not interested in many of 

the activities that we planned for the camp. While Regina, Stephanie, and Allison 

appeared interested in learning how to make a video, the other girls were not. They 

expressed their disinterest not only by telling us, but also by refusing to participate in the 

activities. At the end of the day, we met with Hargrave and Singh, GTC director, to 

discuss how to adjust the curriculum to be more appealing to the girls. During this 

meeting, Grant and I spoke about how we felt unprepared to deal with the girls, 

especially given some of the emotional and behavioral issues that we were experiencing. 



 216 

Many of the girls’ behavior was disruptive in the classroom. When we explained how to 

do an activity, some girls would comment that it was stupid or that they didn’t want to 

participate. Additionally, attendance was unpredictable. The Group Home could not 

predict which girls would attend camp each day because their attendance was dependent 

on several factors back at their houses. It became clear that the original strategy of having 

each girl work on a video project throughout the week may not work.  

At the end of each day, we continued to meet with Singh and Hargrave to discuss 

changes to the curriculum. In our meetings, we discussed how to deal with the girls who 

were interested in the activities. Grant felt that all girls should participate in all activities, 

yet this approach tended to make girls more frustrated and angry. When Singh spoke with 

staff from the Group Home, she got an explanation for the girls’ behavior. Group Home 

staff told her that this group of girls often disengaged from adults telling them what to do, 

since adults had failed many of the girls already. Instead, girls responded better when 

social workers addressed conflict. It became clear that it would be difficult to get the girls 

to participate in activities if they were not interested.   

Because of the challenges we faced with this group of girls, including their lack of 

interest in the activities and their limited patience in learning about computers, Singh 

suggested changing the main focus of the camp to be on arts and crafts projects. Both 

Grant and I disagreed, since we wanted the girls to have the opportunity to utilize the 

resources at the GTC. Some girls were interested in the activities, yet their learning was 

limited because of the behavioral problems of some of the girls, such as being rude to 

teachers.  

By the fourth day of camp, we decided to offer girls the opportunity to participate 

in whatever projects they were interested in. Grant led arts and crafts projects and I 
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worked with girls individually to finish their interview projects if they were interested. 

Only Shelly was interested in finishing the interview project that she started. 

During the fourth day of the camp, we took the girls on a field trip to see a mural 

in a local neighborhood that documented community history. During this field trip, 

Brittney and Heidi got into a fight and Heidi tried to run away. Group Home staff decided 

to cancel the rest of the day’s activities and all of the girls returned to their group homes. 

Later that day, we received a call that the staff decided to cancel the last day of the camp.  

GIRLS RESPOND TO TECHNOLOGICAL LEARNING 

In this section, I draw on observations of girls in the classroom and analysis of 

girls’ projects to show how girls responded to technological learning. In general, girls 

were uninterested in the scheduled activities of the week and the way that technological 

learning was presented to them. Girls’ expressed their disinterest in a number of ways, 

such as not participating in the activities and not finishing their projects. However, there 

were several instances during the week where girls responded favorably to technological 

learning. Much of this learning occurred when adults were not present. 

Differing Levels of Technological Literacy 

During the first activity of camp, which was to design t-shirts and totebags, it was 

clear that there were differing levels of technological literacy among the girls, which 

affected their ability to participate in the activities. Among the eight girls in the computer 

lab, there were varying degrees of knowledge with computers. Leticia and Regina were 

the most comfortable with computers in the group. Leticia quickly launched a Google 

image search and found pictures of Hanna Montana on the Internet and asked if she could 

import her pictures into Microsoft PowerPoint. Regina was also adept at finding pictures 

online and located several pictures of Mary J. Blige for her collage.  
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Other girls were not comfortable or interested in the activities. Hillary did not 

know how to launch Microsoft Word or how to launch Internet Explorer and asked me to 

walk her through the steps of the activity. Shelly, who told me that she was really shy and 

nervous being at the Girl Scouts, also needed some assistance to complete the activity. 

Once I showed her how to conduct a Google search, she picked one picture of the 

Alamodome and one of the San Antonio Spurs and told me she was done with the 

computer. She closed the computer down and sat at her desk looking through her 

notebook. Brittney, who expressed her discontent being at the Girl Scouts, worked 

closely with one of the social workers to look for her images. Group Home staff told us 

that she had behavioral problems and it was best for her to be assisted by a social worker 

during all of the activities. 

Throughout the week, some girls were impatient or lost interest when computers 

did not work the way they wanted them to. One of the difficulties in running a computer 

lab is maintaining multiple computers. A common problem at the GTC is for computers 

to freeze or crash when trying to complete too many functions at once. The girls from the 

Group Home were frustrated when computers were not functioning, often choosing to not 

participate in the activities.  

Peer Interaction 

In general, personal dynamics among the girls affected their ability to work 

together on projects. The girls lived together in group homes and there was often conflict 

among them. During the week, it became clear that not all of the girls were well-liked and 

that some girls formed alliances with each other. For example, Shane and Eva teased 

Allison on the first day, making her cry and disengage from the activities. None of the 

girls seemed to like Brittney, because she often complained and spent most of her time 

with one of the social workers.  
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While personal issues among the girls limited opportunities for peer interaction, 

there were several instances throughout the week where girls would initiate activities. For 

example, on the second day of camp, Sheila Harris, who had a career in the Army, talked 

to the girls about her experiences. Harris’s talk fulfilled a requirement for the American 

Patriotism badge. After Harris gave her talk, Regina asked if she could interview her with 

the digital video camera. This was not a planned activity, yet Regina expressed her 

interest in wanting to use the cameras. I surveyed the girls to see if anyone else wanted to 

interview her. Shane and Shelly said that they were interested. The girls applied what 

they learned the previous day by setting up the cameras, operating the wireless 

microphones, and asking the questions. The girls who were not interested in interviewing 

made jewelry bracelets. 

In another example, while program staff only planned to have girls use the digital 

cameras for the collage activity, several girls asked if they could take pictures of the 

camp activities during the week. Girls seemed to be motivated to use the cameras when 

they saw their peers using them.  

During the fourth day of camp, the girls learned the proper way to burn an 

American flag. Grant explained to the girls that Girl Scouts are one of the few people 

who can burn the flag. Tonya and Eva asked if they could take pictures of the event. I 

have included their pictures in Figure 15.  
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Figure 15. Flag Burning Ceremony 

 

 
 

 

 

In the end, there was little peer interaction in the activities in which teachers were 

responsible for instruction. Girls tended to be more interested in working with each other 

when they suggested the activities, such as using digital cameras to document events.  

Non-Participation 

While Grant and I had a schedule of activities for the week, there were several 

instances where girls refused to participate or chose to do something else. During the 
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video editing section of the camp, many of the girls were uninterested and wanted to have 

time on the Internet, rather than participate in the activity. For example, there were some 

problems importing the interview footage that was shot by Shane and Eva. While I tried 

to fix the problem, I allowed the girls to have free time on the computers. They lost 

interest in learning about IMovie, and instead chose to explore different Web sites for the 

rest of the activity. 

Also during the video editing section of the camp, Monica and Hillary discovered 

the ISight function on the Macbook computers. ISight is a built in webcam that can be 

used for video chatting online and allows users to record video of themselves. Once they 

discovered this function, the girls decided to perform in front of the webcam. They 

commented that they wanted to figure out how to use the webcam, rather than learn about 

Imovie.. While this was not part of the activity, I allowed the girls to experiment with the 

computers since they seemed more interested.  

Challenges to “Acceptable” Behavior 

Throughout the week, there were several instances where girls challenged what 

was considered “acceptable” behavior. The Group Home has several rules on the types of 

behavior that is considered appropriate for the girls. In completing  some of their projects, 

however, some girls pushed these boundaries. For example, during the t-shirt and totebag 

activity, Eva chose the  “stop snitching” symbol, illustrated in Figure 16, for her t-shirt.  
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Figure 16. Stop Snitchin’44 

 

 

 

Neither Grant nor I knew that this symbol was gang-related and thus not allowed at the 

Group Home. The symbol is often used to threaten local residents from reporting crime 

activity to police officers. It was only after Eva’s t-shirt was finished that Group Home 

staff told her that she was not allowed to use the symbol. The Group Home has a strict 

policy against gang symbols as a strategy for discouraging the girls from entering gangs 

and for preventing and to discourage conflict among the girls who may have ties to rival 

gangs. When staff from the Group Home saw Eva’s t-shirt, they instructed her to take it 

off. The social workers explained that Eva knew that she was not supposed to use the 

symbol and if she did not pick something else, then she would not have a t-shirt for the 

week. Eva expressed her frustration that the teachers allowed her to use the symbol, yet 

she received conflicting information from the social workers. In the end, she chose 

images of her hometown in Corpus Christi. 

Different Approaches to Storytelling 

Many of the girls were uninterested in learning how to make a short video. Shelly 

was an exception. She was interested in learning about how to put together her interview 
                                                
44 bp2.blogger.com/.../s320/stop-snitching-logo.jpg 
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of Regina. She asked if she could import a song into the project. She brought in a CD 

with the Eminem song “Lose Yourself.” This Eminem song chronicles the musicians 

attempt to break into the hip-hop music scene. Once I showed her how to import the song 

into the project and adjust the volume for the music, I let her experiment with the editing. 

After a while, she showed me her project. During the video, the music was louder than 

the interview with Regina. When I tried to show her how to change the settings to make 

the interview louder and the music softer, she was not interested. Instead, she said she 

liked the project as is. 

In general, girls were not interested in interviewing women from the community 

about their experiences. During this activity, girls were not interested in the women’s 

responses, often getting distracted and teasing each other while the subjects were talking. 

For example, Leticia, Shane, and Cecilia were in a group to interview Pat Mohammed, a 

Muslim woman who worked with the International Friendship society, an organization 

that hosted foreign visitors to Austin. The girls set up the tripod, camera, and wireless 

microphone. They also picked a spot in the building where they would film their 

interviews. Leticia asked the questions, but was not interested in Mohammed’s responses. 

In-between questions, she would tell Shane that she was not positioning the camera 

correctly. Shane, who was operating the camera, lost interest in Mohammed’s responses 

and started tapping her fingers on a table. Leticia stopped the interview and scolded 

Shane for being distracting. However, once the interview was over, they were eager to 

rewind the tape to see what the footage looked like. Cecilia thanked Mohammed for the 

interview and the girls seemed proud of their work. 

Both of these examples show that although I had ideas about the “right” way to 

make a short video, there may be differences in the aspects of making a video that are 

more interesting than others. For some of the girls, they were more interested in operating 
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the cameras than the content. For Shelly, she preferred to have loud music underlying her 

interview of Regina, emphasizing the importance of the song, rather than the content. 

Being on Screen 

Since the girls did not get a chance to finish their projects, either because they 

were uninterested or because they did not have time, I made a DVD for each of the girls, 

which included their individual interviews. When I looked through each of the 

videotapes, there were several instances of girls engaging with video cameras and 

expressing themselves when adults were not present. For example, during Eva’s 

interview of Shane, Shane made several poses for the camera where she was making 

obscene gestures using her middle finger and swearing. During the interview, it was clear 

that Shane and Eva knew they were not “supposed” to express themselves in this way. 

Shane told Eva that they would just edit out the obscenities on the computer. Also during 

those interviews, Shane spoke about missing her mother. Eva talked about wanting to go 

home as soon as possible and how much she hated her life at the Group Home.  

On another digital video, Regina performed in front of the camera for what 

seemed like an hour sometime during the week when no one was around. She positioned 

the camera on the floor and danced in front of it. Every few minutes, she re-positioned 

the camera to a different angle to capture her dancing. She was experimenting with the 

camera and assumed no one would see the footage. 

ANALYSIS 

Throughout the week, there were several challenges to implementing 

technological learning in the classroom. Some of these challenges stemmed from race 

and class differences between students and teachers. Girls were uninterested in many of 

the activities during the camp because they did not include their interests. Additionally, 
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there were institutional constraints that affected how technological literacy was 

implemented, especially restricting girls’ access to self-expression and self-

representation. 

Institutional Constraints 

One of the challenges of implementing technological learning in the classroom 

stemmed from the different institutional cultures between the Girl Scouts and the Group 

Home. The Girl Scouts have its own expectations of girls’ behavior, as outlined by the 

Girl Scouts Law and Promise. Girls are expected to respect adults and each other and to 

be a “sister to every Girl Scout” (Girl Scouts of the USA, 2008d). While some of the girls 

attending the camps had participated in Girl Scouting activities and were familiar with 

the goals of the Girl Scouts, all of the girls had to abide by the rules of the Group Home. 

The Group Home has its own norms for the girls. They establish rules about the types of 

clothing the girls can wear and the activities in which the girls can participate. Social 

workers and therapists monitor girls’ behavior, such as their moods or aggressiveness. 

This behavior determines whether they can participate in the day’s activities. 

Additionally, the Group Home sets up expectations for how girls should behave toward 

one another. The goal of the girls’ therapy is to encourage them to make positive choices 

about their behavior. Social workers encourage girls to think about the consequences of 

their actions and to take responsibility for their behavior.  

One of the challenges throughout the week was to navigate these cultures. Our 

challenge was to make the girls feel like members of the Girl Scouts, while also 

respecting the culture of the Group Home. One way we encouraged girls to think about 

themselves as members of the Girl Scouts was through the Flag ceremony. Many of the 

girls looked forward to the daily ritual and asked when their turn to raise or lower the flag 

would be. 
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Another conflict that emerged was differences between how Girl Scout and Group 

Home staff dealt with behavioral issues. In our planning meetings, Group Home staff told 

us that social workers would be accompanying the girls to manage their behavior. Since 

these girls were also dealing with emotional issues, it was best to have adults who knew 

them interact with them in sensitive situations. Social workers would also administer 

their medications. There were several instances throughout the week where girls’ 

behavior was disruptive to the planned activities. For example, on the first day of camp, 

Brittney threatened to run away, walking out of the building and heading for the street. 

Social workers spent about an hour calming her down and explaining to her that she had 

to stay at the camp. The other girls were aware of the controversy and had a difficult time 

focusing on the camp activities. Additionally, many of the girls did not get along with 

each other, making it difficult to engage the girls in collaborative projects. For example, 

on the first day of camp, Leticia and Eva were teasing Allison, causing her to cry and 

disengage from the activities.  

Girl Scout staff also had expectations about how girls would behave during the 

week. Grant expressed her disappointment in the way some of the girls were dressed, 

which she felt reflected poorly on the Girl Scouts. Eva and Shane came to camp wearing 

oversized shorts, which they pulled down far enough to show that they were wearing 

boxer shorts underneath. When Grant asked Eva and Shane to pull up their shorts, they 

pulled their shorts all the way off. 

Race and Class Differences 

Working with the girls who attended the Document Herstory camp allowed me to 

gain some insight into how race, class, and emotional issues affect the reality of girls’ 

lives, bringing to the forefront the barriers that girls face in achieving equality in 
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technological literacy. These differences were illustrated in the girls’ disinterest in the 

main activities of the camp.  

One of the most apparent instances of class differences came during a field trip to 

a mural in a local neighborhood. We planned to eat lunch at a local park while we waited 

for a tour of the mural by the woman who came up with the project. During that day, 

there were four African American girls, three Latinas, and four white girls attending the 

camp. As they were eating their lunch, some of the girls noticed that the neighborhood 

was different than the ones they grew up in. Leticia commented on how “rich” the 

neighborhood was as she looked at the cars and the way people were dressed. Cecilia and 

Shane commented that they felt people were looking at them and gave dirty looks to the 

people around them.  

When the girls were offered a tour of the mural to learn how it was made, only 

some of the girls accepted. I was standing next to Eva and she asked, “why are there only 

white people on the wall?” While she was speaking to Shane, I overheard her and told her 

that she should ask that question to the person giving the tour. She was intimidated to ask 

the question and instead we engaged in a conversation about neighborhoods and 

segregation.  

Informal education programs need to take into account how race and class issues 

affect girls’ understanding of the world. Designing curriculum that better reflects girls’ 

lived experiences may be a strategy for increasing their interest in technological learning.  

Democratic Goals  

One of the goals of the camp was to emphasize the democratic dimensions of 

technological literacy through documenting women’s history. Program staff decided to 

focus on women’s history, since women’s contributions are often overlooked. Program 

staff wanted to show girls the range of ways that women contribute to their community, 
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such as through making quilts. Additionally, program staff wanted to show girls that they 

could participate in documenting this history. 

In planning the curriculum, program staff failed to see what aspects of history this 

group of girls would be interested in. For example, the trip to the community mural was 

mainly uninteresting to the girls, since it was located in what they saw as a rich, white 

neighborhood. Austin is known for having a number of murals located in Latino 

neighborhoods that document Latino culture. A more effective strategy may have been to 

use examples that better reflected the diversity of the girls. 

Additionally, the girls were uninterested in interviewing women from the 

community. In order to interest the girls, program staff could have chosen women who 

had similar backgrounds as the girls in the camp. 

These examples speak to the larger issues related to the democratic importance of 

technological learning. In this dissertation, I argue that technological learning is 

important for what it can enable girls to do. During the camp, however, girls were 

uninterested in the way that technological learning was presented to them. This suggests 

the need to better understand how to incorporate marginalized youths’ interests into 

program planning in order to encourage their participation in their communities.  

Different Definitions of Literacy 

Throughout the week, I was reminded of Buckingham’s (2003)notion of literacy 

as a struggle over symbolic meaning and access to power. Different social groups have 

different access to literacy. Many of the girls attending the camp had limited access to 

ICTs and thus were less familiar with how to operate computers. Additionally, “literacy,” 

including technological literacy, is often defined by dominant groups. During the camp, 

teachers had ideas about how girls should learn about computers and how they should 

complete their projects. 
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There were several instances throughout the week where teachers had an idea 

about the “right” way of how girls should complete projects. For example, during the 

interviews with women in the community, girls were more interested in operating the 

cameras than the content of the videos themselves. Their lack of interest may be due to 

the choice of interview subjects. Teachers chose which women would participate in the 

interviews and girls did not have any input. Additionally, this group of girls has a hostile 

relationship with adults and they did not feel comfortable interacting with adult women in 

this way. In the case of Shelly’s video project, I tried to explain to Shelly about the 

“right” way to edit a short video. While I explained to her that her interview subject’s 

voice should be heard and music should be in the background, Shelly was not interested 

in this approach.  

Girls’ response to technological learning illustrate how literacy is defined by 

dominant groups. Throughout the week, girls challenged teachers’ expectations of 

technological literacy in several ways. They refused to participate in activities that did not 

reflect their interests. When they did participate in activities, they tended to respond to 

different aspects of technological learning.  

Limits to Self-Expression 

In this dissertation, I argue for an approach to technological literacy that 

highlights the communication dimensions, including self-expression and self-

representation. While there are a number of barriers to achieving technological literacy, 

such as discrimination in traditional classroom settings and lack of relevant content that 

appeals to girls’ interests, I assumed that once these barriers were removed or addressed, 

girls would be more free to engage in a process of self-expression that allowed them to 

explore their own identities and interests. However, working with girls during the 
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Document Herstory camp illuminated the constraints and limitations on girls’ access to 

self-expression and self-representation. 

During the weekend workshops at the GTC, issues of what topics were 

appropriate for girls to write about or discuss never emerged. Teachers often engaged 

girls in projects that centered around their experiences of gender and adolescence. As I 

showed in the Media Mavens chapter, many girls wrote about navigating being smart and 

being popular. Additionally, teachers provided girls with scenarios, such as bullying or 

shoplifting, which they may encounter in their everyday lives. However, with the girls 

from the Group Home, there were several instances throughout the week where girls were 

pushing the boundaries of what was considered acceptable and appropriate in the way 

they approached their creative projects.  

One of the goals of the camp was to engage girls in creative projects that allowed 

them to express themselves. However, there were several limits imposed on girls’ self-

expression, which were dictated by both the Group Home and the Girl Scouts. Both staff 

from the Group Home and the Girl Scouts had ideas about what was considered 

“appropriate” behavior.  

Girls’ participation in the camp illustrates the institutional constraints to girls’ 

self-expression and creativity. Buckingham argues that media educators often use the 

terms “creativity” and “self-expression” to imply a romantic notion of creativity, which 

focuses on individuality. As he writes, self-expression often refers to “an individual ‘self’ 

finding its ‘expression’”(p. 127). He is critical of this individualist approach because it is 

divorced from the social influences that inform creativity and self-expression. As 

Buckingham writes, “from this perspective, creativity is an essentially unmediated 

process, a spontaneous outpouring of feeling which is not subject to established 

conventions and structures” (pp. 127-128). He develops his critique through his analysis 
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of children’s creative writing. Buckingham found that children’s writing was often a 

negotiation between interests among peer groups, popular culture, and the criteria 

developed by teachers. Understanding the institutional and social factors that influence 

individual creativity and self-expression is a useful way to examine the events that took 

place during the Document Herstory camp. Throughout the week, there were several 

instances of struggles over symbolic meaning. As they engaged in their projects, girls 

tried to express themselves, yet they were limited by what was considered acceptable and 

appropriate by both the Group Home and the Girl Scouts. However, girls found several 

ways to challenge the rules that were established, such as challenging the norms of 

acceptable femininity through their dress, talking back to authority figures, posturing 

among each other, and acting out in front of the camera when adults were not present. 

POSTSCRIPT: VISITING GIRLS AT THEIR HOMES 

Because of girls’ behavioral issues, Group Home staff decided to cancel the last 

day of the camp. Grant and I decided to visit the girls at their homes to deliver their 

projects. We put all of the camp pictures on a CD. I also edited together each of the girls’ 

interviews on a DVD. We brought all of their materials they left at the camp, including 

their journals and art projects. When we entered their homes, most of them were wearing 

their camp T-shirts, which was surprising. Even though they were not able to come to 

camp, they were thinking about the experiences they had during the week. When we 

showed up at their houses, some of the girls gave us hugs and thanked us for the camp. 

We gave them their pictures and their DVDs, along with their bags and notebooks and 

personal items. 

Going to their homes really provided insight into the reality of their lives. Each of 

the cottages holds about eight girls. When they are inside the house, the doors are locked 

and they are not free to leave. Discipline charts are posted on the board, which show how 
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each girl was doing and if she would be able to participate in the days’ activities. A 

therapeutic counselor lives in the house with them. They are locked inside their homes. 

Discipline charts denote what type of privileges they get access to. There is very little 

privacy in their rooms. Girls share rooms with each other and there was a noticeable lack 

of material possessions by each of the girls’ beds.   

For these girls, the camp may have just been another frustrating experience, where 

they were punished for not acting “appropriately.” For me, working with these girls made 

me wonder about the importance of technological literacy. What did learning about how 

to make a short video really mean for these girls? I think for some, participating in the 

camp was a chance to escape from the daily routine at their group home, for others it was 

a chance to experiment with ICTs, even if they didn’t finish their projects or were even 

interested in the outcome. 

CONCLUSION 

In this chapter, I showed that although program staff intended to emphasize the 

democratic aspects of technological literacy during the Document Herstory camp, the 

implementation of technological learning was complicated by several factors. First, there 

were institutional differences between the Girl Scouts and the Group Home, resulting in 

different expectations about what material girls wanted to learn about, limitations on the 

types of projects girls could engage in, and differences in handling and addressing 

conflict. Institutional constraints also led to girls’ low level of technological literacy, 

since girls had limited access to ICTs in their homes and at school. Program staff 

employed a number of strategies to address these differences, such as adjusting the 

curriculum throughout the week to better cater to girls’ interests and allowing girls to 

pick and choose which activities they wanted to participate in. Finally, there were race 

and class differences between what activities teachers thought girls would like and what 
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they preferred. These differences were most notable in the field trip to a local mural, 

which resulted in the early cancellation of the camp. 

Despite these challenges, there were several examples throughout the week where 

girls seemed interested in their learning. Many of these examples were reflected in the 

girls’ projects. Without adult supervision, girls seemed more motivated to engage with 

digital technologies and to express themselves. 

In the end, this case study illustrates the importance of involving girls in the 

process of their learning, especially when there are race and class differences between 

teachers and students. In this case study, girls did want to engage with ICTs, yet there 

were several barriers to their participation, including restraints by the agency about what 

type of material was appropriate and a lack of insight from program staff about what 

material girls may be interested in. The camp could have still focused on the concept of 

“herstory,” yet highlight the political contributions of women who were more like them. 

This concept of “herstory” could have focused on women of color and their contribution 

to popular culture and politics. While it is unclear whether this approach would have 

resulted in a different outcome, it shows the need to explore strategies to address the 

particular needs of marginalized girls. 

Finally, one of the most interesting things about this case study is the illustration 

of the institutional constraints put on girls’ access to self-expression. This case makes me 

re-evaluate how girls’ participation in creative projects in other GTC workshops is  

facilitated and guided by both teachers and the norms of the organization. As this case 

study illustrates, access to self-expression and creativity are influenced by a number of 

factors, including class, race, family history, and institutions. As an institution, the Girl 

Scouts have certain expectations of what is considered appropriate. For example, the Girl 

Scouts block access to certain Web sites, such as pornographic sites, that are considered 
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inappropriate for children. Additionally, in many of the workshop activities, girls’ 

participation in creative projects were guided by teachers. Teachers gave the girls their 

assignments, thus guiding their self-expression. The girls participating in the Document 

Herstory camp challenged the cultural norms of the Girl Scouts, not only in how they 

dressed, but also in their approach to participating in structured activities. 

This case study suggests the need for future research into how to develop 

technology-based activities that are more reflective of marginalized youths’ interests and 

to better understand the constraints on their participation in digital culture. 
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Chapter 8: Club Chica 

INTRODUCTION 

This chapter examines how technological literacy is conceptualized, implemented, 

and received in Club Chica, a Texas nonprofit organization whose mission is to provide 

media literacy and production skills to young Latinas, ages 9-18. Club Chica offers 

journalism and digital media training in a range of areas including digital photography, 

interviewing and writing, radio and video production, and Web design. Through their 

participation in these classes, girls are encouraged to critically examine gender and racial 

stereotypes in mainstream media and express themselves through creating their own 

media that reflect their perspectives (Club Chica, 2008b). Additionally, Club Chica 

publishes an online magazine where girls can publish their own articles and stories. 

Analysis of interviews with program staff and program materials show that 

technological literacy in Club Chica is framed primarily in terms of its developmental 

benefits for Latina youth. While Club Chica emphasizes some economic benefits of 

technological literacy for young Latinas, especially encouraging girls to pursue careers in 

journalism, the program is designed to address the particular gender, class, and cultural 

challenges that Latinas face as they navigate their way through adolescence. To this end, 

Club Chica’s approach to technological literacy accords with national standards of 

technological literacy into its program, including technological operations and concepts, 

self-expression and creativity, and communication and collaboration. In addition to these 

national standards, Club Chica also incorporates several communication dimensions of 

technological literacy in its programming, including developing girls’ critical media 

literacy and self-representation. 
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I also examine how technological literacy is implemented in the classroom. 

During an eight-week period, I observed six young Latinas participating in Club Club 

Chica, a weekly after school program that met in a middle school in Texas. During this 

time, girls participated in a media literacy activity about stereotypes in mainstream 

media, planned and shot a short film about vampires, and composed poetry for Mother’s 

Day. In my observations, I examine how teachers presented activities to young Latinas 

and how they responded to technological learning. I also examine how girls responded to 

technological learning through interviews with five girls participating in Club Club Chica 

at a second middle school in the Central Texas area.  

BACKGROUND 

Club Chica is an Austin, Texas nonprofit whose mission is to “empower Latina 

youth through media and technology” (Club Chica, 2008a). Alex Rodriguez and Lourdes 

Dawson are co-founders of Club Chica. Rodriguez was born in Jalisco, Mexico and grew 

up in El Paso, Texas. She has a bachelor’s degree in journalism with a minor in Mexican 

American studies from the University of Texas at Austin. She has extensive experience 

working in the field of communications, working as a production assistant for National 

Public Radio’s Latino USA and as director of communications for Court Appointed 

Special Advocates (CASA) of Travis County. Dawson received her masters in Journalism 

from the University of Texas at Austin. Dawson also has a background in the field of 

communications, having worked as a book publicist in New York City and currently as a 

documentary filmmaker. Additionally, Dawson has experience working with adolescent 

girls through volunteering with Big Brothers/Big Sisters for ten years.  

Rodriguez and Dawson launched Club Chica in 2002 while they were students in 

a graduate course titled Latinos and Media at the University of Texas at Austin. One of 

the assignments for the class was to create a media project beneficial to Latinos. Through 
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her volunteer work with African American adolescent girls in New York City, Dawson 

found that it was difficult to find media targeted toward non-white girls. As a result, she 

wanted to create a project that incorporated girl-focused media. She felt strongly that the 

negative portrayals of Latinas in mainstream media had a negative effect on young 

Latina’s self image. As Dawson commented, “you know, they (Latinas) were portrayed 

as maids and whores and young girls were really sensitive to these projections.”45 For 

their project, Dawson and Rodriguez designed an online magazine with the central goal 

to “combat the lack of and negative portrayals of Latinas in media.”46 They believed that 

a Web-based magazine would have broad reach beyond Austin, TX, while also 

incorporating the trends of online and digital publishing. The magazine was aimed at 

young Latinas and the content of the magazine focused on Latino culture, both locally in 

Austin and more broadly in other parts of the U.S. and Latin America. Original magazine 

articles were written by University of Texas students and included music reviews about 

Austin-based Latino bands, articles about Latino culture, such as the story of La 

Malinche47, and articles by international students from Latino countries, such as Brazil 

and Peru. 

In 2003, Rodriguez and Dawson expanded the class project to form a nonprofit 

organization focused on providing journalism and digital media production skills to 

young Latinas, ages 9-18.  Club Chica offers a range of community-based services for 

Latina girls, including after-school clubs, mentoring, and summer camps. Girls receive 

training in a range of journalism skills, such as interviewing and writing, and are 

                                                
45 Dawson, Personal Communication, 5 May 2008. 
46 Ibid. 
47 La Malinche refers to the story of Doña Marina, an indigenous woman ho lived in the Gulf Coast region 
of Mexico and who was a mistress to Hernán Cortés. Cortés a key role in the Spanish conquest of Mexico. 
The story of La Malinche reflects the story about the mestizos, people of mixed European and indigenous 
American ancestry living in Mexico. For more information, see Cypess, Sandra Messinger. 1991. La 
Malinche in Mexican Literature: From History to Myth. Austin, TX: University of Texas Press. 
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encouraged to provide content for the online magazine, Club Chica. Club Chica is 

targeted toward Latina youth and published in both Spanish and English. Since its 

founding, Club Chica has served over 3600 young Latinas.48 The first after school 

program, called Club Club Chica, was started at a Texas middle school in 2003. Since 

2003, Club Club Chica has expanded to high schools and elementary schools in the 

greater Austin area. In 2008, Club Chica offered 18 after school clubs in the Texas area 

that serve about 270 girls per week.50 

Based on the success of Club Chica in Texas, both Rodriguez and Dawson plan to 

replicate the concept of Club Club Chica in other parts of the U.S. Through reaching out 

to other adult Latinas and providing curriculum that is fun and accessible, Dawson hopes 

that other Latinas will be encouraged to start their own clubs. Additionally, Club Chica 

will publish the first print version of its online magazine in 2009. A print version of the 

magazine would help to bridge the digital divide through reaching girls who do not have 

access to the Internet. Building a national, subscription-based magazine would also 

expand the reach of the organization and help build sustainability. 

DESCRIPTION OF PROGRAMS 

Similar to the Girl Scouts, Club Chica aims to build girls’ self-esteem and 

confidence. According to the Web site, Club Chica is a “nonprofit organization focused 

on informing, entertaining, and inspiring young Latinas to grow into healthy, confident, 

and successful adults” (Club Chica, 2008a). Club Chica aims to increase girls’ self-

esteem and confidence through providing access to computers and the Internet and 

providing training for Latina youth in digital media skills, including writing, 

photography, and radio production. Club Chica follows a production-oriented model of 
                                                
48 Dawson, Personal Communication, 5 May 2008. 
50 Ibid 
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media education (Buckingham, 2003; Kearney, 2006). Club Chica offers several 

opportunities for girls to participate in its program, including Saturday workshops offered 

in local community centers and libraries, week-long summer camps, a Teen Reporter 

Internship program, where local female journalists mentor high school girls, and outreach 

programs held in partnership with local youth groups.  

Group Chica 

Group Chica is a weekly after school program held in area elementary, middle, 

and high schools. Group Chica is described as an “educational after-school newsroom, 

Hispanic girls learn the fundamentals of journalism through exciting hands-on activities 

on writing, photography, desktop publishing, filmmaking, audio production, and web 

design”(Club Chica, 2008a). The approach to technological literacy in the program 

unintentionally incorporates several national standards of technological literacy. Group 

Chica aims to provide young Latinas with training in a variety of digital media skills. 

This training accords with Standard 6 of the NETs, which calls for students to gain 

familiarity with technology skills and concepts. This training also follows Standard 2 of 

the NETs, which calls for students to “communicate information and ideas effectively to 

multiple audiences using a variety of media and formats”(Brooks-Young, 2007, p. 9). In 

the clubs, girls participate in a number of media production activities, such as such as 

creating audio public service announcements (PSAs) about current events that are 

interesting to girls.51 For example, girls in one of the high school clubs created a PSA 

about Sudden Infant Death Syndrome (SIDS) after one of the newborns of the teen moms 

in their club died from SIDS. Curriculum also includes media literacy activities, such as 

critically examining stereotypes in advertising. While Club Chica provides curriculum for 
                                                
51 Unfortunately, I am not able to include content analysis of Club Chica’s curriculum, since the directors 
did not provide me with these materials. I am only able to comment on my observations on how curriculum 
was implemented in the classroom. 
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club leaders, club leaders can also facilitate specialized projects with their clubs, 

depending on the individual club’s interests. For example, in the after school club I 

observed, girls planned and shot a short film about vampires over the course of eight 

weeks.  

YOUNG LATINAS AND IDENTITY: GENDER, CLASS, AND ETHNICITY 

 In this section, I provide information on the context of young Latinas’ lives, as a 

way to understand the goals of programs such as Club Chica. “Latina” refers to a female 

of Latin American descent (Gracia, 2007). Latino/a are terms often used to denote 

ethnicity. Ethnicity refers to distinct groups of people who share a common culture, 

heritage, and place of origin. Latinos are the fastest growing ethnic minority in the United 

States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007b). Much of the Latino population in the U.S. is young, 

with one-third of the Latino population under eighteen years old. Latina girls make up 

15.2% of the total number of U.S. girls (Coalition of Hispanic Health and Human 

Services Organizations, 1999). Targeting programs toward Latina girls is especially 

important, given the cultural and structural barriers to achieving equality in technological 

literacy. Many young Latinas face the problem of the digital divide. Not only are young 

Latinas less likely to have access to computers and the Internet than white girls, there is a 

lack of diversity in STEM fields (Fairlie & London, 2003). As a result, there are few role 

models and mentors for young Latinas to look up to.  

Club Chica aims to bridge the digital divide for young Latinas through its after 

school and community-based workshops. Through providing girls with increased access 

to ICTs, training in digital media skills, and creating community among young and adult 

Latinas, program staff hope that girls will feel confident expressing themselves and 

pursuing careers in journalism. Program staff also aim to increase girls’ critical literacy 

skills through encouraging them to deconstruct stereotypes in mainstream media texts. 
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There is a lack of diversity in the way that Latinas are presented in mainstream media. 

Latinas tend to be represented by stereotypical characteristics, such as being overly 

sexually aggressive (Mastro & Behm-Morawitz, 2005; Schooler, 2008). Club Chica, 

then, offers itself as a space where girls can talk about the specific gender, class, and race 

issues that affect their lives.     

Young Latinas and the Digital Divide 

The digital divide affects Latinas differently and access to ICTs varies across 

income, education level, immigration status, and language (Slate et al., 2002; Warshauer, 

2003). Fairlie and London (2003) found that while home computer ownership among 

Latinas has increased from 28% in 1998 to 58% in 2003, computer ownership does not 

guarantee that Latinas will have access to the Internet (p. 170). Although 58% of Latinas 

had home computer access, only 44% had home Internet access (p. 171). Additionally 

access varied across Latina subgroups, including Puerto Ricans, Central and South 

Americans, and Mexicans. Differences among Latinas were attributed to family income 

and language. Mexican girls were the least likely, only 38%, to have home Internet 

access (p. 171). In Texas, Mexicans are the largest Latina subgroup (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2007b). 

Home access is only one dimension of how the digital divide affects young 

Latinas. Program staff also spoke about the importance of considering quality of access, 

or the ability of young Latinas to fully utilize the power of ICTs. Quality of access is an 

important consideration for assessing girls’ technological literacy. In comparing the girls 

she worked with at the Girl Scouts with girls in Club Chica, Rodriguez stated,  

Girls in our program are a little more hesitant and don’t have that confidence [that 
the Girl Scouts do]. When they start out in our program, they are not familiar with 
a lot of the basics, like inserting a picture into Word. Even just like, they are 
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going to save something. Asking them to save something and they ask “what do I 
do and where?” They still have a lot of questions.52  

Because girls in Club Chica do not often have access to home computers, they do not 

have much opportunity to explore ICTs on their own terms.  

While Club Chica does not gather specific statistics on the girls participating in 

their programs and their home computer and Internet access, program staff spoke 

anecdotally about the various ways that they gauge girls’ access to ICTs. Dawson 

commented that on average, one girl per club has access to a home computer and quality 

of access is variable among the girls. For example, some girls may have home computers, 

but not high-speed Internet access. Dawson used the example of digital cameras as a way 

to gauge girls’ access. While some of the girls may have digital cameras at home, there 

may not be enough money in the family budget for them to print out pictures.  

Limited access to ICTs can affect Latinas’ preparedness for higher education 

(Tanno, 2003). Only 60.3% of Hispanics in the U.S. have completed high school (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2007a). Not surprisingly, in 2005 Hispanics earned only 11.3% of 

associate degrees and only 7.0% of bachelor’s degrees (U.S. Census Bureau, 2008). 

Additionally, the convergence of technology, media, and education, increasingly is 

transforming the learning environment to be more reliant on online learning. Tanno 

(2003) suggests that this trend toward online learning can limit Latinas’ success in higher 

education because they already have limited access to ICTs. 

Young Latinas and Identity 

In addition to addressing the digital divide, after school programs such as Club 

Chica provide young Latinas with the opportunity to explore their multiple identities, 

which are influenced by their gender, race, and class status. As several scholars have 
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noted, exploring identity is especially important during adolescence (Kearney, 2006; 

Walkerdine, 1997). Adolescence is a time where girls may begin to lose self-confidence 

in their academic abilities because of several emotional, cultural, and structural factors 

(American Association of University Women, 1992; Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Pipher, 

1994). Given the elevated high-school drop-out rates among Latinas and their low college 

enrollment, better understanding the factors contributing to young Latinas’ academic 

success is an important democratic issue (Erkut & Allison, 2002; Pew Hispanic Center, 

2004). 

While there is a need to better understand the factors contributing to young 

Latinas’ academic success (or lack thereof), much of the research on Latina youth tends 

to emphasize how cultural, rather than structural, differences influence Latina girls’ 

negative behavior (Guiao & Thompson, 2004; Rivadeneyra, Ward, & Gordon, 2007). 

This research is often based on a cultural deficit model, looking simplistically at how an 

individual person’s culture or ethnic background causes certain social behaviors or 

attitudes. For example, some scholars link higher Latina teen pregnancy rates to cultural 

differences among Latino communities that tend to favor girls’ and women’s traditional 

roles as mothers (Pew Hispanic Center, 2004; Rivadeneyra et al., 2007).  

Scholars such as Denner and Guzman (2006) advocate against essentializing the 

role that culture plays in young Latinas’ lives, arguing that this approach assumes that 

Anglo-American culture is the norm. Instead, scholars who take a more critical approach 

examine how Latinas are able to negotiate their multiple identity positions. For example, 

Anzaldúa (1989) celebrates the unique position that Chicanas hold in the U.S. 53 

                                                
53 Chicanas is a term often referred to females of Mexican American descent. The term “Chicana” became 
popular during the American civil rights movement when Mexican American activists claimed an ethnic 
identity rooted in political consciousness. At the time, Mexican American activists fought for school 
desegregation, migrant farm workers’ rights, an end to police brutality, and immigrant rights .For more 
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Anzaldúa writes that Mexican American women live on the “borderlands,” providing a 

unique perspective from which to speak. Being “on the border” is both a figurative and 

theoretical term. Many Chicanas reside in border states, such as California, Arizona, and 

Texas. Because of this geographical positioning, Chicanas often have to negotiate their 

multiple identity positions, which are influenced by gender, class, nation status, and 

culture. This unique border identity allows Chicanas to incorporate a variety of cultural 

traditions with popular, mainstream U.S. culture. This blending of cultures is often 

referred to as “mestiza” (Bost, 2005). Other researchers examine the structural factors 

that influence individual identity, in particular the intersection of gender and power. For 

example, in her ethnographic work with Chicanas, Hurtado (2003) explored how women 

developed a critical consciousness about Chicana identity as they learned more about the 

role that institutions played in determining Chicanas’ social position. 

Club Chica aims to address the particular structural issues facing young Latinas. 

One of the big issues facing the Latino community in the U.S. and in Austin is 

immigration and citizenship status. Some of the girls participating are not U.S. citizens, 

limiting their social participation in everyday activities, such as their ability to apply for 

drivers’ licenses or join the workforce. Girls’ citizenship status can affect how girls may 

imagine their future selves. As Dawson comments, 

They are encouraged by their teachers and administrators to think ahead and go to 
college, but there are Club Chica who weren’t born here and they are going to 
face some fears about revealing that to an upper education institution.54 

Additionally, many of the girls attending Club Chica are bilingual. While many 

policymakers study how being bilingual can affect girls’ academic performance, it is also 

important to consider how being bilingual affects girls’ everyday lives. For example, 
                                                                                                                                            
information, see Espinosa, Gaston, Elizondo, Virgilio, and Miranda, Jesse (eds). 2005. Latino Religions 
and Civic Activism in the United States. New York: Oxford University Press. 
54 Dawson, Personal Communication, 5 May 2008. 



 245 

some girls are the English spokesperson for their family, acting as a go-between between 

their parents and other institutions. As Dawson explains,  

We have seen [girls acting as English spokesperson] a lot where a 12 year old is 
literally reading the insurance forms for the family and signing them in an 
emergency hospital visit. And it’s up to them to approve a contract that could 
have their parents owing $100,000 or $4000. They might not know. You know 
like one of my girls, her father had his finger chopped off in a construction 
accident and she is the only English reader in her family and that was her 
situation. Having to read through these documents that are hard enough for an 
adult to understand.55  

Being the English spokesperson can put a lot of pressure on girls because they may be 

called upon to make important family decisions. In their programs, Laitnitas aims to 

create a space to encourage girls to talk about their experiences. Because many young 

Latinas are facing similar issues, there is a certain element of trust that is built among 

staff and girls attending the programs.  

In addition to social science research that examines young Latinas’ lives, other 

scholars examine how mainstream media representations portray the reality of their lives. 

Representations in mainstream news media often focus on Latina girls’ negative 

behaviors, such as their higher incidents of teenage pregnancy, high school dropout 

numbers, or affiliations with gangs (Denner & Guzman, 2006). Images of Latinas are 

difficult to find in mainstream media, such as women’s magazines (Covert & Dixon, 

2008). Latino characters only make up 1% to 3% of all characters on primetime 

television (Mastro & Behm-Morawitz, 2005). When Latinas are represented, they are 

often represented by stereotypical characteristics. For example, Mastro and Behm-

Morawitz (2005) found that Latinas are often portrayed as hot-tempered and sexually 

aggressive (p. 111). Some communication scholars connect these limited representations 
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of Latinas in mainstream media to lowered self-esteem and self-image among young 

Latinas (Schooler, 2008). 

Program staff locate the problem of representation in the lack of Latinas working 

within media industries. Minorities only account for 13.62 percent of newsroom workers 

(American Society of Newspaper Editors, 2008). Latinas are not in positions of power in 

newsrooms and thus are not making key decisions about what stories are to be included. 

As Dawson commented,  

there is such a low representation of Latinos in newsrooms. In Austin, it’s like 
2%, you know, but the population [of Latinos] is over 50% here. So why isn’t the 
Statesman [the local paper] reflective of the actual city?56 

Dawson spoke about the challenges of increasing diversity in media industries. While 

individuals may want to report on issues related to people of color, Dawson believes that 

real change must be structural: 

So, yeah we thought, “how do you create more voices in media that are 
minority?” You have to encourage minorities to be in media. And in the decision-
making positions. Because there are people who are talent, you know we do have 
people who are anchors out there, but there are people who are cooking up the 
stories and here in Texas a lot of them are still white men.57  

One way that Club Chica hopes to change the structure of media industries is to cultivate 

journalists through its classes and programs. 

PROGRAM GOALS 

In this section, I draw on interviews with program staff and promotional materials 

to describe the goals of the Club Chica program. In general, program goals include 

increasing young Latinas’ access to ICTs, encouraging them to have positive attitudes 

about ICTs, and exposing them to career opportunities. 

                                                
56 Dawson, Personal Communication, 5 May 2008. 
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Increased Access to ICTs 

Dominant policy frameworks of technological literacy, such as the No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) act, stress the importance of access to computer hardware and software 

for providing equality of opportunities for disadvantaged populations. In my interviews, 

program staff spoke about the importance of access for providing young Latinas with 

increased economic opportunities, especially pursuing careers in journalism or STEM 

fields. As Rodriguez stated: 

I think the reason that we wanted to focus on Latina youth is because the digital 
divide is affecting that community the most where women are not involved in 
technology fields as much as males. But if you look specifically at minority 
women, women of color, and Latinas, they are not enrolling in those technology 
courses or those STEM courses, so they are not exploring those careers.58  

Rodriguez’s comment reflects what Livingstone and Helper (2007) call “gradations of 

digital inclusion” (p. 671). Rather than defining the digital divide as a binary issue 

affecting the “haves” and the “have-nots,” Livingstone and Helper argue for an analysis 

that examines differing levels of access among youth. For example, in their study of 

youths’ online behavior, they developed a framework that for how often youth used the 

Internet as well as youths’ different activities, ranging from playing videogames to 

visiting civic Web sites, when they went online. Rodriguez’s comment extends the 

concept of digital inclusion to also consider how quality of access, such as speed of 

Internet connections, may limit youths’ future social and economic opportunities. For 

example, having limited access to ICTs can limit young Latinas’ future career options.  

Many of the girls attending Club Chica are more familiar with ICTs than their 

parents or other family members. Girls participating in Club Chica tend to come from 

low-income families where family members often do not use computers or the Internet in 
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their work. Being “digital pioneers” can have an affect on how young Latinas experience 

the Internet. As Rodriguez stated, 

I think a lot of the girls in our program, their parents aren’t necessarily computer-
savvy and their parents aren’t using computers at work either, so for a lot of these 
girls, they are sort of the pioneers in their family in terms of working with 
technology. So it can be a little scary for them when they don’t have their parents 
to ask, “so what websites should I be going to?” Their parents don’t know 
anything about Internet safety.59  

In addition to increasing their access to ICTs, program staff have the goal of acting as 

role models who can guide girls’ learning and experiences of the Internet. 

Changing Girls’ Attitudes 

Club Chica aims to increase girls’ self-confidence and change their negative 

attitudes about ICTs. Program staff spoke about the importance of developing girls’ 

positive attitudes about ICTs for increasing their technological literacy. Latina youth can 

have negative attitudes about ICTs that stem from their gender, ethnic, and class 

identities. As Rodriguez commented: 

I just hope that they feel confident and realize that it [ICTs] are something they 
can do. It’s not something scary. We want to give them challenges so that when 
they come across things in the future, they go “oh, I can do this. I did something 
similar to this when I was younger.” So I think that’s the main thing. That attitude 
change. And instead of being intimidated by computers, and thinking “oh that’s 
for boys” or “oh that’s for kids that can afford it” they are seeing it as something 
like “hey, I can do that too.”60  

While the stated goals of the program are to “empower Latina youth through 

media and technology,” many of the goals of the program extend beyond simply feeling 

comfortable using ICTs. As Dawson stated, 

We hope that the activities that we do about cultural celebration or media literacy 
or the actual practical application of working with digital technology, that it 
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transcends the girls’ lives. Like of course I know I want [the girls] to become little 
journalists and be our little protégés. But I also like that the box is just opening for 
them. That the circumference that they live in is just broadening.61 

Similar to the Girl Scouts, program staff hope that girls’ participation in extra-curricular 

activities will increase their self-esteem and self-confidence. These goals for girls’ self-

development extend beyond just learning about computers and the Internet.  

Dawson spoke about the positive changes the program has on gender roles. 

Popular culture representations of Latinas often stress the importance of women’s 

traditional role within the family as mothers. As Dawson stated, family values and 

careers do not have to be exclusionary: 

You know some of the moms, maybe they were aspiring academically but maybe 
they had to leave Mexico or El Salvador or wherever they were and they had to 
come here and do the job that they are doing. The families are very interested in 
their child’s success. And there are sexual gender roles that are switching too, like 
watching fathers get excited about their daughters’ academic success. I think there 
are a lot of stereotypes, like [Latinas] just want their kids to have a family and 
that’s it, but I don’t see that.62  

Through their participation in Club Chica, girls are exposed to new opportunities, such as 

being in a community with other young Latinas and interacting with adult role models. 

Through creating their own media and publishing their stories online, program staff hope 

that their accomplishments with Club Chica will gain them some recognition within their 

families. Many of the girls come from large families and are not always recognized for 

their academic achievements. They may have responsibilities within their families, such 

as taking care of younger family members, which supersede their academic lives. By 

offering girls the opportunity to participate in activities and be recognized, program staff 

hope they can grow their self-worth and challenge their parents’ expectations of them.  
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Gender, Class, and Economic Opportunities 

Another goal of the program is to encourage girls to think about career options. 

Program staff spoke about how young Latinas’ gender identity and class status can affect 

their academic achievement and economic opportunities. Most of the girls attending Club 

Chica come from working class and low-income families. Rodriguez spoke about how 

many of the girls in their high school program are being pressured by their family 

members to enter the workforce and contribute to the family income, rather than 

complete their high school degrees. Rodriguez’s goal is to help these girls navigate the 

pressures from their family to earn an income and build their own confidence in what 

they want to pursue. Rodriguez found that girls have a limited sense of career options 

because they have limited access to role models. Rodriguez emphasizes the importance of 

girls’ participation in Club Chica and their future career options: 

With those girls it is just about helping to build confidence and helping to open 
their eyes to different possibilities. Helping them feel confident in expressing 
themselves, letting them know that this is where you are at now, but you can 
graduate and college is for you too and you know you can get a successful career 
and you can do whatever you want.63  

Rodriguez hopes that Club Chica provides girls with a space to talk about the specific 

issues they are facing and to expose them to other opportunities:  

[participating in Club Chica] makes them realize that “hey, maybe this is for me” 
And it’s also getting them to do something that they never thought that they could 
do before can open their eyes to get them to say “hey, wait a minute. Maybe I can 
be a rocket scientist”64 

HOW IS TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY CONCEPTUALIZED IN CLUB CHICA? 

In the following sections, I draw on interviews with program staff and 

promotional materials to examine how technological literacy is conceptualized in Club 
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Chica.65 First, I show which technological literacy standards are addressed in teachers’ 

conceptions. These standards include technology skills and concepts, self-expression, and 

communication and collaboration. I comment on how these goals are framed, in terms of 

what economic or democratic benefits they offer girls. I also show how teachers’ goals 

extend beyond national standards to also include other communication dimensions of 

technological literacy, including critical media literacy and self-representation. Finally, 

through my interviews with girls attending Club Chica, I examine how they think about 

technological learning. 

Technology Skills and Concepts 

 Program staff spoke about the importance of providing girls with software skills. 

To this end, program staff make deliberate choices about both the curriculum and the 

computer hardware and software used in its programs. Much of the curriculum for Club 

Chica programs center around software which girls have access to as a strategy for 

increasing girls’ confidence and self-esteem. Club Chica workshops and programs are 

held in community centers and public schools, both of which tend to rely on the 

Microsoft Windows operating system as well as the Microsoft Office Suite of programs.  

Program staff connect the choice of computer hardware and software to enabling 

young Latinas’ technological literacy. For example, Rodriguez spoke about the 

importance of using Microsoft office programs that are available on almost any computer 

young Latinas may come in contact with. As Rodriguez comments, 

cost is always something that we try to keep in mind like teaching girls how to do 
graphic design just using Microsoft Word. Or teaching them about textboxes and 
images and the concepts of what makes good layout and white space and using 
some of those layout terms so that they have a basic understanding of it and they 
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have confidence at that level so if it is something that they are interested in, they 
can see that it is something that they can do and possibly take it further.66  

Rodriguez stresses the importance of making software accessible to different populations. 

Rodriguez connects the idea of “learning the basics” to other software packages. As she 

comments,  

if you look at a lot of the software packages, a lot of them are pretty similar so  if 
you see the “T” in Word it’s a similar icon that represents a text box in 
Pagemaker. The interface in a lot of the programs, although they are different, you 
see a lot of the similarities and you are able to be like “oh this kinds of reminds 
me of what I see in Word, so this is what I must need to push on.”67 

Club Chica’ approach to the choice of hardware and software programs follows 

Standard 6 of the NETs, which states that students should learn how to “transfer current 

knowledge to learning of new technologies”(Brooks-Young, 2007, p. 7). Program staff 

spoke about the developmental benefits of learning about different software programs. By 

teaching girls basic concepts about graphic design using software programs they have 

access to, program staff hope girls will gain confidence in their abilities and be able to 

adapt their skills to other software programs in the future. 

Communication and Collaboration 

Promotional materials emphasize the goal of training girls in journalism skills, 

including writing news stories, radio production, and photojournalism. According to its 

Web site, Group Chica is described as “an educational after-school newsroom where 

Hispanic girls learn the fundamentals of journalism” (Club Chica, 2008b). Additionally, 

Club Chica incorporates Web-based skills into its program. By publishing an online 

magazine that is written for and by Latina girls, Club Chica aims to encourage the digital 

training required in an age of media convergence. If girls want to pursue careers in 
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journalism, they will need to keep up with the trends of online media production. It is 

commonplace that journalists working for mainstream media outlets, such as CNN, need 

to be familiar with digital media production (Royal, 2005). As an organization, Club 

Chica not only provides this training, but also models itself as a digital media 

organization by hosting an online magazine where girls can publish their own content.  

Teaching girls a range of digital media skills comports with Standard 2 of the 

NETs, which calls for students to learn how to communicate ideas using a variety of 

media. Program staff and promotional materials emphasize the economic importance of 

teaching girls journalism skills. An economic framework stresses the economic benefits 

of achieving technological literacy and advocates for economic solutions to solving 

problems of social inequality. Economic frameworks emphasize the importance of ICTs 

for helping young Latinas pursue higher wage jobs. Additionally, an economic 

framework emphasizes the importance of skill development for achieving these goals. 

Through their participation in the program, staff hope that girls will pursue careers as 

journalist. 

Self-Expression 

Club Chica’ approach to curriculum is similar to that of the Girl Scouts. Both 

organizations recognize the importance of developing curriculum that will appeal to girls’ 

specific interests. This curriculum cannot be centered around learning to master a 

particular software or skill, but instead needs to include contexts that girls can relate to. 

In this way, ICTs become a catalyst for girls to complete projects in which they are 

interested. One area that is of particular interest to girls is communication, especially 

finding outlets where they can express themselves or collaborate with others. Many of the  

program activities involve learning to tell stories, writing, or relating to one another, 
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through collaborating on projects or talking about popular culture.  As Rodriguez 

comments,  

We have seen that getting girls working in media is a really good way to get girls 
excited about technology because a lot of girls are naturally excited about 
communication and telling stories and things like that so we just teach them how 
to use technology to help them do what they already enjoy doing. So it’s like a 
natural area where the two converge.68  

In addition to developing curriculum where girls can express themselves through multiple 

forms of communication, including audio and video projects, Rodriguez spoke about the 

importance of developing curriculum which girls can see an endpoint or see how the 

projects have a purpose that is relevant to their lives: 

I think getting girls interested in technology requires having an endpoint that they 
are interested in. So you can’t just be like “create a robot just because it’s cool.” 
But do it because it is something that they are interested in or that there is an end 
result. So we try to incorporate that. I think having something that the girls at the 
end can see a final product. So having girls take pictures and then print them out 
and have them show each other is something that they are really excited about.69  

One way that program staff appeal to girls’ specific interests and develop summer camps 

and workshops with their interests in mind. For example, subjects of 2008 summer camps 

included Writing and Photography Mavens, Video and Radio Superstars, and Design and 

Web Divas. Using gender-specific language in the titles of the workshops, as well as 

incorporating activities that allow girls to express themselves through communications 

technology is an important strategy for Club Chica. 

 Club Chica’ approach to its curriculum accords with Standard 1 of the NETs, 

which encourages students to apply their technological learning to create original works 

as a means of expression. Program staff apply this standard to developing activities that 

young Latinas are interested in. 
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Critical Media Literacy: Gender, Race and Ethnicity, Class, and Citizenship 

In addition to developing curriculum that allows girls to express themselves, 

program staff spoke about the importance of developing young Latinas’ critical media 

literacy. Club Chica programs are designed to address the specific challenges that young 

Latinas face, especially those challenges related to class, immigration status, normative 

images of beauty, and changing gender roles within their families. Program staff design 

curriculum that encourages girls to examine how identity categories, such as race and 

ethnicity, gender, and class, affects mainstream media representations and how these 

categories affect girls individually.  

Darcy Alvarez, one of the teachers and leader of the Johnson Middle School club, 

emphasized the importance of media education. Alvarez is 22 years old and a graduate of 

UT-Austin, where she majored in Sociology and History. Alvarez does not have a 

background in media production, yet she has an interest in becoming an educator. 

Alvarez is particularly interested in media education. When I asked Alvarez about what 

her goals for girls participating in the program were, she commented, 

I think for all of my groups [my goal] has always been consistently just trying to 
understand how they connect with media and technology and applying it to their 
lives. Because the elementary kids, they really don’t get why it’s important to 
work on computers and why it’s important that I’m doing the lessons with them.70  

She comments that media literacy education poses a different way to think about the 

world. Media literacy is especially important since it provides youth with a critical 

approach to media that they are not receiving in traditional school settings. 

Dawson also spoke about critical media literacy. She believes that Latina beauty 

is the “least celebrated” in U.S. culture and she wants to give girls the space to not only 

discuss body image and beauty, but also provide them training in digital media skills on 
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how to create their own images of beauty. As Dawson comments, because girls do not 

see representations of themselves in mainstream media, they often feel that they are not 

beautiful. Stereotypical norms of beauty can affect girls from all racial and ethnic 

backgrounds. However, Dawson comments on how mainstream media representations of 

female beauty can impact marginalized communities differently. For example, 

researchers suggest that middle-class white girls may experience eating disorders such as 

anorexia or bulimia as a response to the pressure to conform to normative beauty ideals 

(Borzekowski, Robinson, & Killen, 2000; Harrison, 2006; Jacobs Brumberg, 2000). 

Instead, Dawson commented that many of the Latinas that she interacts with have 

different issues with body image that are a direct result of their class status. Many of the 

girls attending Club Chica come form working class and low-income families and they 

struggle to get proper nutrition. Rather than starving themselves, these girls may live with 

the fear that there will be enough food available for them and their families.  

In addition to body image, Club Chica encourages girls to think critically about 

race and ethnicity. Latinas are under-represented in mainstream magazines and when they 

are represented, the dominant beauty ideal for Latinas tends to be more European or 

lighter skinned, rather than darker skinned, which is more reflective of a geographically 

specific mestiza culture in Texas (Rivadeneyra et al., 2007). Because normative 

representations are often based on light or white skin, many young Latinas assume that 

they are ugly. Dawson commented that it is not uncommon for young Latinas to watch 

themselves in a video they produced and comment that they look ugly. Dawson 

encourages girls to think of themselves as beautiful and to not rely on mainstream media 

representations: 

There are some serious self-esteem issues amongst this community because they 
don’t see reflections of themselves in positive ways sometimes and they are not 
told by mainstream media that they are the beauty icon or that they are the 
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intellectual icon. They aren’t really acknowledged at all yet. Ugly Betty, you 
know, but she is called ugly.71  

Self-Representation  

Developing girls’ critical media literacy is directly connected to increasing their 

capacities for self-representation. Whereas the Girl Scouts focuses on the importance of 

using digital media as a way for girls to creatively express themselves, the goals of Club 

Chica extend beyond self-expression to also include the importance of self-

representation. Program staff spoke about the importance of self-publishing and self-

representation for providing girls with outlets to share their work. Self-representation is 

especially important since there is a lack of positive representations of Latinas in 

mainstream media. Club Chica encourages girls to use available communication 

technologies to control what they want to say and how they want to be represented. As 

Dawson commented, “what’s the point of prompting [young Latinas] to use their voice if 

they don’t know how to publish it themselves?”72  

One important aspect of self-representation is being able to create work in both 

English and Spanish. Many of the girls attending Club Chica are bi-lingual, speaking 

both English and Spanish. Because the instructors are often Latina, they can help the girls 

“code-switch” and explain the activities in both English and Spanish. Language 

differences can affect girls’ performance in traditional school settings. However, by 

having role models that accept and understands the way they incorporate language, they 

have a better chance for success. Additionally, the webzine publishes girls’ work in both 

English and Spanish. 
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Self-representation was not only important for individual girls, but also an 

important consideration in thinking about how independent voices influence mainstream 

media. Dawson spoke about how independent journalism can lead to social change.  

I think we want to carry on a spirit of independent journalism because I feel that is 
where the mainstream changes. You know like Teen Magazine and Cosmo Girl 
and all those crap magazines. They never wrote anything about what girls were 
doing with community service until Teen Voices came out and other nonprofit or 
independent publications were spotlighting girls for who they really were.73  

One of the goals of the program is to teach girls strategies for self-publishing. 

Club Chica publishes a webzine by and for girls and teens, which focuses on issues such 

as body image, relationships, and family. The webzine includes several areas for 

feedback where readers can ask questions or advice about relationships or school and 

readers can leave comments. Analysis of the responses to these postings shows that 

having an online space for Latina girls to talk about their identity has a broad reach and is 

interesting to girls. From 1/25/06 – 2/13/2009 there were 45 posts to the Guestbook from 

girls visiting the site.74 For example, one post in the Guestbook by Olivia from Mexico, 

read: 

La pagina de web es muy fabuloso. It is really good for other Latinas to relate to 
one another and i thank this page for letting us do that. =). Adios  

Alyna, from San Jose, California, wrote “thanks for noticing that latinas arent a pretend 

thing in [people’s] every day lives.”     

HOW IS TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY IMPLEMENTED IN THE CLASSROOM? 

In this section, I examine how technological literacy is implemented in Club 

Chica programs. First, I provide a context for the programs by describing the 
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demographics of the schools where the after-school programs took place. Next, I provide 

descriptions of the main activities I observed in the programs, which included video 

production, a media literacy activity about stereotypes, composing Mother’s Day poems, 

and creating Milagros. Finally, I comment on how teachers presented activities to girls 

and teacher-student interaction.  

Johnson Middle School 

During an eight-week period, I observed six middle school girls, ages 11-14, 

participating in Club Club Chica at Johnson Middle School. Johnson Middle School has 

been in the Texas community since 1967. The school’s mission is “to create lifelong 

learners who will be successful in a rapidly-changing and diverse world by engaging 

them in a stimulating, student oriented educational environment” (Texas School District, 

2008c). School goals are “to produce citizens who accept the diversity of today's world 

and who are able to work cooperatively with people of different cultural, racial, ethnic, 

religious, and gender groups as well as other exceptional individuals” (Texas School 

District, 2008c) 88.4% of students attending Johnson Middle School are Hispanic, while 

8.4% are African American and 2.1% are white. Additionally, 99.2% of students at 

Martin Middle School are classified as economically disadvantaged.75 23.5% students 

have English as a second language and 25.2% have limited English proficiency. 70.3% of 

students are considered “at-risk” (Texas School District, 2007).76 

                                                
75 Economically disadvantaged means the number of students eligible for free and reduced meals under the 
National School Lunch and Child Nutrition Programs and/or students from families with an annual income 
at or below the official poverty level. For more information, see 
http://www.tea.state.tx.us/adhocrpt/abteco07.html. 
76 The Texas Education Agency uses a list of 13 criteria to define “at-risk” students. These criteria include: 
students who fail to advance to the next grade level for one or more years; students who did not meet 
satisfactory performance levels on state administered tests, students with Limited English Proficiency. For 
more information see Section 28.081 (d) of the Texas Education Code. 
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The after-school club met weekly for about two hours. Club Chica met in the 

school’s computer lab, which housed twenty Dell computers with the Windows 

Operating System. Each student had a log in and password to access the school’s server, 

where they could find their homework assignments or other projects they were working 

on in school. 

Participation in Club Chica is elective. The club was part of the school’s larger 

mission to offer extracurricular activities for youth after school. Everyday after school, 

students can participate in a range of extracurricular activities. Different nonprofit 

organizations, such as 4-H, come into the school and offer activities for youth. Several of 

the girls in Club Chica also participated in other after school programs throughout the 

week. For example, several of the girls participated in a rock band after school program. 

Because participation is elective, participation varied among the six weeks of my 

observation. Some girls chose not to attend on some weeks, while others had other 

scheduled activities, such as chorus and tutoring, that they were trying to negotiate along 

with their participation in Club Chica.  

Cesar Chavez Middle School 

In addition to observing girls at Johnson Middle School, I also observed girls 

participating in Club Club Chica at Cesar Chavez Middle School. Garcia is a new middle 

school, built in 2007 and also located in Texas. According to it website:  

Cesar Chavez Middle School is committed to educating our students in the safest 
environment possible, to enhance the instructional setting and to promote school 
pride. We believe that grooming and appearance can affect attitude, behavior, 
academic performance, school spirit, and campus unity. (Texas, 2008a) 

The demographic makeup of the students at Chavez is different from that of Johnson 

Middle School. 45.4% of students are African American and 53.6% are Hispanic. 

However, the schools are similar in terms of economic status. 75% of students are 
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classified as “at-risk” 75% at-risk. 90.2% are economically disadvantaged (Texas School 

District, 2008b).  

 Similar to Johnson Middle School, the after-school program met in the school’s 

computer lab. Club Club Chica was offered to girls as one of the many elective after-

school programs that take place at the school. 

Girls’ Motivations for Participating in Club Chica 

In this section, I report results from interviews conducted with 11 girls, ages 11-

14, attending Club Chica. Table 13 lists their names and ages. 
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Table 13. Club Chica Interviewees 

Name Race/Ethnicity Age 

Isabelle Hispanic 11 

Anjelica Hispanic 12 

Marcella Hispanic and African American 11 

Blanca African American 12 

Louisa African American 12 

Sofia Hispanic 14 

Marisol Hispanic 12 

Josefina Hispanic 14 

One of the main reason girls were interested in participating in the program was 

because it provided them with a social outlet. For example, Isabelle commented “we 

learn to be nice to each other.” Many of the girls commented that they enjoyed spending 

time with their friends after school. Josefina commented that hanging out with friends 

was cool,  

but if you are just here for friends, you’re dumb. Like some people who do come 
here just like to hang out but then they don’t do anything. But I come here 
because I get to do stuff. 

In addition to being with their friends, girls emphasized the importance of 

spending time on computers as a motivating factor for being involved with Club Chica. 

Girls spoke about the range of activities that they participated in while in the clubs. 

Blanca described how she learned to make a Web site at www.tripod.com. Louisa spoke 

about how she wrote a music review. When I asked what types of activities she enjoyed, 
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Josefina stated, “well, we made our own Web site, we do interviews, we made a movie a 

few weeks ago.”  

Girls also commented on the democratic aspects of being involved Club Chica, 

which was emphasized in my interviews with staff. Many of the girls spoke about the 

projects which allowed them to express their viewpoints on issues that were important to 

them or being involved in the broader community. For example, Blanca commented:  

we did a commercial radio..i mean radio commercial. We recorded it. It was like 
“what do you want to do to help the community” and me and my friends we said 
we wanted to help homeless people and stuff.  

Louisa said that her radio commercial was about stopping the war. Sofia commented on 

the community-based projects that she was interested in: 

we also did projects about, like we did stereotypes, and recycling, I think. And 
then I think we were planning on cleaning Town Lake or something like that. We 
do like projects involving the community.  

Marisol commented, “everything we do I like. I like doing stuff in the community or 

doing like fun media projects because I like working with computers.”  

Video Production 

During my observation of the club at Johnson Middle School, the primary activity 

was to plan and shoot a short film about vampires. To my knowledge, there was no 

formal curriculum for this activity and instead Alvarez improvised activities from week 

to week. Alvarez chose this project because she thought that it would be more interesting 

to the girls than the formalized curriculum that Club Chica provides. Alvarez utilized the 

resources of Club Chica, including a digital video camera and microphone, to lead this 

activity. The main plot of the film was about a group of adolescent boys that come across 

a scepter in the woods. The scepter belonged to two vampires. The vampires then hunt 
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the boys down to retrieve the scepter, killing one boy in the process. Over the course of 

four weeks, the girls planned and shot the different scenes of the film. 

Stereotype Activity 

On the second week of my observation, Rodriguez asked me to talk to the girls 

about stereotypes. I modeled the activity after the one I observed during the Media Savvy 

workshop at the Girl Scouts (see Chapter 5), I designed the activity to be focused on a 

discussion about stereotypes and did not plan to integrate computers and the Internet into 

the activity, other than looking at examples of advertisements to show the girls. In the 

activity, my goal was to encourage the girls to identify stereotypes in mainstream media. 

First, I planned to talk to the girls in general about stereotypes. Next, I wanted to show 

them how other girls created their own media to challenge dominant stereotypes. One 

film I planned to show was about African American girls talking about how people 

stereotype them based on their hair and skin color. The other film I planned to use was 

about Mexican American girls talking about their families. Since the girls were actively 

involved in creating their own media in the clubs, I wanted to emphasize that they could 

use their experiences of stereotypes creatively.  

Mother’s Day Poem 

In the last week of my observation at Johnson Middle School, girls composed 

poetry for Dia De la Madres (Mother’s Day). For this activity, Alvarez instructed the girls 

to compose their poems in Microsoft Word. Alvarez explained to the girls that Club 

Chica was holding a city-wide contest and program staff would chose the best poems and 

publish them on their Web site, latinitas.org. After the girls composed their poems, they 

emailed them as attachments to the Club Chica Web site. 
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Milagros 

During my observation at Cesar Chavez Middle School, girls were participating in 

an activity where they created Milagros. “Milagro” is a Spanish term that translated 

means “miracle.” Milagros are folk charms made out of different materials such as gold, 

silver, or tin, and are often placed in sacred places, such as churches. Milagros are often 

used as a symbol for good luck or as an offering to a saint to answer an individual’s 

prayer. At Chavez Middle School, girls created their Milagros out of construction paper, 

glue, markers, and glitter. Each girl constructed a heart and then Dawson asked them to 

write a dream for their future which they placed in the middle. Themes that emerged in 

girls’ projects included safety and fortune for their families and the ability to pursue 

different careers such as fashion designers or pediatricians.  

Teacher-Student Interaction 

In this section, I comment on teacher-student interaction. In general, technological 

learning was an important avenue for creating community among girls. For example, at 

the beginning of every club meeting at Johnson Middle School, girls would spend the 

first half hour talking about school, their families, or what activities they engaged in over 

the weekend. Alvarez would share details of her personal life with the girls, such as what 

bands she went to see over the weekend. Creating community was also an important 

aspect of the Chavez club. On the day of my observation, girls listened to music as they 

worked on their projects. They also spent time at the beginning of the club talking to each 

other about their days. However, while creating community was an important aspect of 

the classroom, there was little formal instruction about technological literacy. 

Learn By Doing 

Alvarez’s approach to the production of the short video at Martin Middle School 

could be described as “learn by doing.” Club Chica provides teachers with curriculum to 
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use in the classroom.77 However, Alvarez decided to have the girls produce a short video. 

She told me that she felt that the video would be more interesting for the girls than the 

Club Chica curriculum. She presented the activity to the girls as a fun activity because it 

would allow the girls to be creative designing costumes and make-up. In the process of 

making the film, there was little emphasis on the content of the film, and instead the 

exercise seemed to give girls the opportunity to act in front of the camera. Overall, 

Alvarez provided little instruction to the girls and instead the activities were improvised 

from week to week. 

The main idea for the film came from Alvarez. The girls decided to use the genre 

of a vampire film because of both the girls’ and Alvarez’s interests. On the second week 

of my observation, Alvarez created a paragraph summary the film and presented it to the 

girls. The girls chose which characters they would play.  

During the third week of my observation, girls began planning their film. Alvarez 

asked me to bring a copy of the Nosferatu, a 1922 silent horror film. Girls watched scenes 

from the film and Alvarez pointed out different ideas for shots, such as close-up reactions 

shots and shots from different angles. While Alvarez spoke to the girls about different 

camera angles, the girls did not practice these techniques with the cameras.  

During this club meeting, Alvarez told the girls that she would operate the camera 

and girls would primarily act in front of the camera. Sara commented that she thought she 

was going to be the camera person. Alvarez told Sara that she could shoot the scenes in 

which she was not acting. Jasmin stated that she did not want to act and instead wanted to 

be Alvarez’s assistant. Jasmin commented that she did not want to operate the camera 

                                                
77 While Latinitas provides curriculum to its teachers, I did not see any of these materials during my 
observations. I asked repeatedly for samples of curriculum materials from Rodriguez, but she did not 
provide me with them. However, in my informal conversations with her during the Media Mavens series, 
she commented that she finds a lot of the curriculum for the program on youth media literacy Web sites. 
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because she thought she would drop the camera and break it. In the end, Alvarez 

encouraged Jasmin to operate the camera for the video, however she did not provide her 

with any instruction. Alvarez told the girls that she would act as the director and keep 

track of the scenes they shot.  

The girls did not create a script for the film and instead Alvarez told the girls to 

improvise their lines. She explained to me that it would take the girls too long to write a 

script and it was easier to improvise. 

At the beginning of each club meeting, Alvarez spoke to the girls about the scenes 

they needed to shoot. Girls would suggest some ideas for how to shoot the scenes. 

However, their suggestions were not about technical aspects of the film, but instead about 

what they would wear and how they would act. In the spirit of Do it Yourself (D.I.Y.), 

the girls were flexible and used their imagination to plan the scenes for their short project. 

The entire short film was shot outside and the girls found different locations for the 

scenes. For example, in the first scene where the boys come across the scepter, the girls 

chose a space outside where there were several trees. In the scene, the vampires were 

lurking in the trees as they watched the boys come across the scepter. In that scene, the 

girls also came up with a plan to integrate cellphones as a form of communication 

between the vampires. When Sierra, one of the vampires, saw the boys picking up the 

scepter, she called Marisol, who played the other vampire. The girls shot the second and 

final scene where the vampires killed one of the boys in the school’s courtyard.  

Throughout the production, girls had to do lots of “pretending.” What was 

important about the video was how girls contributed their ideas to the project. Working 

on a shoestring budget, the girls and Alvarez were resourceful. Each week, the girls 

would bring items from home to contribute to the project. For example, one week Sierra, 

who played one of the vampires, tried to use a piece of chalk she found in the classroom 
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to make her face white. She created different techniques where she rubbed the chalk on 

the blackboard, and then rubbed her face in it. This technique proved unsuccessful and 

the following week she brought in talcum powder from home. Alvarez brought white t-

shirts for the girls and they wrote their characters’ names in Sharpie markers. The t-shirts 

acted as costumes for the entire cast. She also made a concoction of fake blood for scenes 

in which the vampires attacked the boys.  

While girls seemed interested in planning the shots, they were uninterested in 

reviewing the footage. At the end of the first day of shooting, only Sierra wanted to see 

the footage. When she reviewed the footage, she commented that she was disappointed 

because the scenes were shaky and not framed well. Jasmin apologized and said that she 

was not sure how to operate the camera. During this conversation, Alvarez mentioned 

that the girls could fix the scenes during the editing process. In the following weeks, girls 

did not ask to watch the footage. 

To my knowledge, the film was never completed. Alvarez spoke to me about how 

the school’s computers did not have editing software on them and she had to find a 

volunteer who would edit the scenes together. However, by the last week of my 

observation, it was unclear how or when the film would be finished. 

Little Use of Computers in the Classroom 

Most of the activities I observed did not require girls to use computers. However, 

girls expressed their interested in using computers to complete tasks. In the stereotype 

activity, for example, I did not plan to integrate computers into the activity, yet girls came 

up with the idea to use computers. After I spoke to girls about what stereotypes were, I 

paired the girls up and they were to come up with a list of how different groups, including 

Mexicans, poor people, and teenage girls, are represented in mainstream media. I 

instructed the girls to use pen and paper to write their lists. Instead, the girls asked if they 



 269 

could use the computers for the activity. The girls were quick to launch Word and 

compose their answers using different fonts and colors. They asked if they needed to find 

pictures to illustrate their stereotypes. All of the girls knew how to search for images on 

Google and they carefully selected pictures that matched their stereotypes. Each of the 

girls created a document that included pictures and a list of stereotypes. Finally, they 

printed out copies of their documents and brought them home with them. 

The Milagros activity at Chavez Middle School also did not require computers. 

Dawson explained to the girls that they would be creating their own Milagros using 

construction paper and glue. After Dawson explained the activity, some of the girls asked 

when they could use the Internet. She told them that once they completed their projects, 

they could have free time on the computers. The girls seemed eager to finish their 

projects so they could have free time on the Internet. After they finished their projects, 

Dawson told the girls that they could make their own Web sites using the online 

application tripod.com. Dawson instructed the girls to type the content of their Milagros 

on their Web sites.  

During this activity, several of the girls seemed unclear about why they were 

making a Web site or what they would do with the site after they were finished. 

Additionally, in order to access the online application, girls had to create a username and 

password. Dawson explained to the girls that they should not put any personal 

information about themselves into the computer. The application itself was not user 

friendly. Several girls had questions about how to type their information into the site. 

Additionally, the girls seemed unclear of how they would access their site after they 

constructed it. Dawson explained to them that they could save the URL and access the 

site from different computers. However, many of the girls seemed uninterested in making 

their Web sites because they were not sure what they would do with them after they made 
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them. Instead, many of the girls spent the time looking at different Web sites on the 

Internet. 

Unstructured Use of Computers 

While computers were not integrated into many of the main activities, during each 

club meeting, teachers provided girls with unstructured computer time. Since many of the 

girls do not have access to computers and the Internet outside of school, clubs allow the 

girls to explore different aspects of the Internet and encourage their use of technological 

devices. In my observations at Johnson Middle School, each week as the girls arrived, 

they would log in to the computers and go to their favorite websites. Sofia and Josefina 

often visited their favorite band’s website to see what new information was posted. Other 

girls played online games or visited Web sites that they learned about in school. For 

example, one week Jasmin was playing a game about U.S. geography on the website 

http://www.maps.com. Marisol launched Microsoft Paint and drew a scene with a house 

as she waited for the activities to begin.  

After the end of each club meeting, girls were also given time to access the 

Internet. At Johnson Middle School, Alvarez tended to finish the activities at least thirty 

minutes before the end of the meeting time in order to allow girls to access the 

computers. 

HOW GIRLS RESPOND TO TECHNOLOGICAL LEARNING 

In this section, I draw on interviews with girls participating in Club Chica, 

observations of girls in the classroom, and girls’ finished projects to show how girls 

responded to technological learning.  
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Peer Interaction 

In my observations, collaboration was an important dynamic of classroom 

interaction. Girls commented that they enjoyed the social aspect of the program. At both 

Johnson Middle School and Cesar Chavez Middle School, girls spent a lot of time during 

the clubs talking about their days. At the beginning of each meeting at Johnson Middle 

School, girls would share their food, including cookies, chips, and candy. The girls often 

expressed their excitement about being around each other through engaging in physical 

activities, such as wrestling. 

Teachers encouraged students to work together to complete projects. In the 

making of the short video, Alvarez facilitated the project by asking the girls to contribute 

their ideas. However, most of girls’ participation tended to be about what has happening 

in front of the camera. When Jasmin mentioned that she did not understand how to 

operate the camera, neither the other girls nor Alvarez offered assistance. 

Much of the peer interaction occurred during girls’ unstructured use of computers. 

During this time, girls would show each other different Web sites that they were 

interested in. They would also play online games with each other. Unstructured use of the 

computers allowed girls a space to share information that they found on the Internet.  

Lack of Interest in Projects 

In general, girls were not given much guidance on the project which may have 

resulted in their lack of interest in the content of the project. Girls seemed to enjoy 

participating in the activities, yet they were not invested in the finished product. This lack 

of interest was most apparent in the making of the short video at Johnson Middle School. 

From week to week, girls expressed their interest in the scenes. They were quick to put 

on their costumes and make-up and head outside to shoot the scenes. However, they 
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expressed little concern about seeing the final product. Indeed on the last week of my 

observation, girls moved on to a new project, composing Mother’s Day poems.  

While my observations showed that girls were uninterested in the projects, they 

spoke to me with enthusiasm about the different projects they worked on in the clubs. For 

example, many of the girls at Chavez spoke to me about making an audio public service 

announcement where they could express their opinions on different topics, such as the 

Iraq War. This difference between what I observed and girls’ interview responses may be 

due to the type of projects that they were working on during my observations. Girls may 

have been more interested in other projects they participated in the clubs. 

In my observations, the activity that seemed most appealing to girls was having 

free time on the computers. Girls spoke to me about how having more time on computers 

was a motivating factor for joining the clubs. Additionally, in the classroom, girls often 

asked teachers when they could have free time on the computers. In the case of Chavez 

girls seemed eager to finish their projects so that they could spend time on the Internet. 

Additionally, many of them chose to search Web sites, rather than make their own Web 

sites.  

Proficiency Using Microsoft Word 

Despite girls’ lack of interest in the projects, girls demonstrated a proficiency 

using Microsoft Word. During the stereotype activity, I was struck by girls’ knowledge of 

the software program. They knew how to change the fonts, insert images, and save their 

projects to the central server. The girls needed little instruction from the teachers on how 

to use different features of the program. Figure 17 is Marisol’s poem 
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Figure 17. Marisol’s Poem 

                      Perfect Mom                  
My mom I know is not perfect 
She didn’t finish school 
She doesn’t have the best job in the world 
But no ones perfect 
But too me she’s pretty close 
The world’s best mom doesn’t have to have a good job 
They don’t have to have perfect hair, perfect teeth 
Be raised in a good family, have good style 
But even though my mom isn’t close to growing up 
that way 
Even though my mom might not be 
A hero 
A role model, someone else’s role model 
The world’s best mom 
But she’s my mom 
Even though no one sees it 
Hears it 
Or even believes it 
She loves, she cares 
Doesn’t hate, or hit 
What more could you want in a perfect mom then? 
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ANALYSIS 

In this section, I provide analysis of how technological literacy was understood in 

the Club Chica program. Interviews with program staff and analysis of program materials 

emphasized the role of technological literacy for empowering young Latinas. However, 

in the classroom, there was little use of digital technologies to complete projects. Some of 

the differences between how technological literacy was conceptualized and how it was 

implemented stemmed from a lack of formalized curriculum, emphasis on teacher-led, 

rather than student-led, activities, and limited resources. 

Questioning Empowerment 

One of the stated goals of Club Chica is to “empower Latina girls through media 

and technology” (Club Chica, 2008a). In my interviews with program staff, the concept 

of “empowerment” took on two meanings. First, the term “empower” was primarily used 

to describe opportunities for girls to make and publish their own media as a means of 

expressing themselves. In this sense, empowerment refers to the ability to make culture 

and gives validation to young Latinas’ perspectives. For example, the Club Chica 

webzine provides a space for girls to publish articles on topics that are interesting and 

relevant to their lives. The webzine has sections such as reviews on books that Latina 

girls find interesting, articles on Latino culture, interviews with members of the 

community, and an advice column for Latina girls. The second use of the term 

“empower” refers to young Latinas’ self-development. This concept of empowerment is 

not necessarily related to ICTs. Club Chica has the goal of “informing, entertaining, and 

inspiring young Latinas to grow into healthy, confident, and successful adults”(Club 

Chica, 2008a).  

These two different uses of the term “empower” raises questions about how Club 

Chica sees the role of ICTs in achieving its goals. As Kearney (2006) writes, the term 
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“empowerment” is often used to describe the goals of girls’ media education programs. In 

her study of female youth media programs, Kearney found two different strategies for 

“empowerment.” Girl advocacy initiatives, such as Girls’ Inc., tended to see stereotypes 

in media as one of the many causes of girls’ loss of self-esteem during adolescence. As a 

result, these programs focused on teaching girls how to identify negative stereotypes as a 

strategy for increasing girls’ attitudes about their own bodies. Kearney is critical of these 

programs for constructing girls as victims. As Kearney writes, “rather than focusing on 

the power female youth already possess but may have difficulty accessing…girl 

advocacy initiatives…stress the future empowerment of female youth through adult 

intervention, and thus unwittingly construct girls as disempowered in the present” (p. 

169). Instead, she argues that girl-centered media education programs, which tend to 

stress the importance of media production as well as media criticism, have a different 

approach to girls’ empowerment. She writes, “with girl-centered curricula facilitate by 

girl-positive instructors, the programs these women educators have created provide their 

young female students with spaces where they can create work that allows them to be 

heard and not just seen” (Kearney, 2006). The difference between these two strategies for 

empowerment lies in the role that media play in girls’ lives.  

This question of how much media literacy can empower youth is a common 

debate among media educators. As several media education scholars have pointed out, 

there is little consensus on how to define what is meant by empowerment and how to 

identify empowerment (or lack thereof) when one sees it (Buckingham, 2003; Kearney, 

2006; Sefton-Green & Sinker, 2000; Tyner, 1998). Media education programs often link 

increased “self-esteem” to a sense of “empowerment.” Tyner (1992) argues that there is a 

need to be critical about how these terms  are evoked in media education programs. She 

writes, 
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at best, the esteem accrued through media production is a result of completing a 
project from beginning to end with adults who care. At its worst, the good feeling 
produced by working in an endeavor that approximates broadcast media simply is 
a borrowed esteem that defers true empowerment in order to keep students busy 
in activities that are self-absorbing and that keep them out of trouble in class. True 
self-esteem that enables students to give back to their communities grows out of a 
mastery of skills, but also out of identifying, analyzing, and overcoming the daily 
erosion of human dignity in an unjust society. (Tyner, 1992) 

Tyner’s approach to empowerment incorporates a sense of actual social change. Tyner 

invokes a sense of empowerment that follows with Rappaport’s (1987) definition. 

Rappaport writes that the concept of empowerment 

suggests both individual determination over one’s life and democratic 
participation in the life of one’s community, often through mediating structures 
such as schools, neighborhoods, churches, and other voluntary organizations. 
Empowerment conveys both a psychological sense of personal control or 
influence and a concern with actual social influence, political power, and legal 
rights. (p. 121)  

Thus, empowerment serves both an individual and a community function. 

Applying the concept of empowerment to media literacy and health education, 

Bergsma (2004) argues that the more individuals can experience power and control in 

their lives, the more healthy they can be. She writes that media literacy efforts that 

incorporate health education should critically examine how they frame the concept of 

“empowerment.” She writes that “powerlessness” was a risk factor for individuals to 

develop diseases and that social environments had a strong effect on health. For 

disadvantaged populations, who often lack access to power due to factors such as lack of 

economic means, limited educational opportunities, and discrimination, both actual and 

perceived control over one’s life enhanced their health and well-being. Bergsma argues 

that media literacy education tries to “empower” students through providing them with 

critical-thinking skills, yet real empowerment would require social change. She writes, 

helping youth to channel their natural developmental rebellion, their fresh 
perspective, and their unique energy and creativity toward accomplishing social 
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change, based on youth-identified social concerns, should be a primary focus of 
both media literacy and health promotion programs. This would foster the 
powerful attributes of social competence, problem-solving skills, autonomy, and 
sense of purpose that are in and of themselves all protective factors that foster 
resiliency in youth. (Bergsma, 2004, p. 154) 

Bergsma identifies empowerment as coming from a uniquely youth perspective that 

results in both individual and social change.  

Both Tyner and Bergsma bring up an important aspect of empowerment. 

Empowerment is not an end in itself, but instead provides a springboard for achieving 

other goals. In other words, empowerment is useful for what it helps individuals to 

achieve.  

The question still remains about the role of media production in empowering 

youth. As Kearney points out, training in media production alone cannot empower youth. 

Instead, Kearney argues that it is important to consider young people’s individual 

relationship to power, in particular their status determined by their age, sex, race, class, 

ethnicity and sexuality (p. 125). In considering the power that can be garnered from girls’ 

participation in media education programs, Kearney argues that we should consider girls’ 

relationship to media technologies. She writes that media technologies are dominated by 

men and are gendered masculine. Boys’ participation with media technologies remains 

unquestioned. When girls participate, Kearney argues, they are transgressing their gender 

roles and traditional practices associated with their sex. She also argues that because 

adults dominate media industries, when young people participate in media production 

they are transgressing their age and have the potential to feel that their perspectives are 

important. Since girls are both young and female, they “have at least a doubly 

deprivileged status in the world of media production” and Kearney argues that their use 

of media technologies is potentially more liberating (p. 125).  She argues that the self-

esteem boost is perhaps most liberating for young girls of color. Through media 
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production, there is a shift in power relations for young girls of color to have their 

perspectives recognized as important. In the case of Club Chica, the program offers 

young Latinas a space to represent themselves.  

In the end, Kearney found that girls’ participation in media education workshops 

“at the very least, [was] one of the small steps they can take in becoming comfortable 

with technology, engaging actively with culture, expressing themselves in a new way, 

and feeling confident and proud in their accomplishments” (p. 131). I find this sense of 

empowerment useful for examining how technological literacy is implemented in the 

classroom. While program staff and promotional materials make strong claims about the 

potential of media production for empowering young Latinas, it is important to consider 

the actual practice of technological learning in the classroom. In my observations of the 

program, it was not the technologies themselves that were empowering for young 

Latinas, but the culture that was created by the program that facilitated their engagement 

with technologies. In the classroom, young Latinas had the opportunity to explore ICTs 

in a space where their learning is guided by other girls and adult role models. In this 

space, they could share ideas, feel free to express themselves, and have increased access 

to ICTs. In my observations, I found that the projects the girls were working on were not 

as important as the process in which they were participating. 

Lack of Formal Curriculum 

In the process of conducting this case study, I tried repeatedly to gather formal 

curriculum materials from Dawson and Rodriguez. However, they did not respond to my 

requests. Club leaders meet weekly to discuss curriculum that they will implement in the 

classroom. In my interview with Alvarez, she told me that she had particular curriculum 

that she was encouraged to follow, such as worksheets which required girls to write 

movie reviews or book reviews. However, she commented that the curriculum did not 



 279 

work for the girls in her club. One challenge that she faced with the girls in her club was 

trying to make the curriculum seem different from traditional school settings. Having 

girls complete worksheets would seem too much like school and she felt this was 

uninteresting to them. Additionally, for some of the girls in the program, school 

represented a hostile learning environment, where they did not feel successful for reasons 

including low literacy skills. The girls’ poor typing and spelling skills limited Alvarez’s 

ability to carry out some of text-based curriculum that program staff wanted her to 

implement. As a result, Alvarez thought engaging girls in a video production would be a 

strategy for circumventing some of the literacy challenges that she faced. 

Alvarez’s strategy speaks to the larger challenges of after-school programs. After-

school programs such as Club Chica are not designed to address the basic literacy levels 

of students, but instead provide enriching opportunities for youth to participate in media 

education and production projects. In particular, the goal of Club Chica is to provide girls 

with journalism training. This training includes both text-based activities, such as writing, 

and video and audio production. This difference between the stated goals of the program 

and the literacy levels of the girls can limit what teachers can do.  

Instead of following formal curriculum, Alvarez adopted a “learn by doing” 

approach. As a result, there was little discussion of the technical aspect of making the 

video. Most of the girls did not learn how to operate the cameras and the project was not 

finished. However, even though her approach to teaching may have been limited in terms 

of addressing some of the more critical aspects of media education, there were several 

positive results of Alvarez’s approach. Club Chica provided a space for girls to come 

together and talk about issues related to their lives and to form community with other 

young Latinas. Producing a video seemed secondary to girls’ interests in program in 

spending time with each other. 
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While Alvarez’s approach to teaching may have had positive effects, it is 

important to consider how teachers influence girls’ technological learning. As 

Buckingham (2003) writes, informal media education teachers sometimes can be 

oppositional to traditional school settings. Additionally, he comments that youth workers 

sometimes avoid authority and see themselves more as adult friends to students (p. 197). 

Buckingham argues that the positioning of teachers in informal settings raises questions 

about hidden agendas of teachers that may present a new set of constraints to student 

learning, influencing what young people may learn from informal education, and limiting 

the possibility of enabling students to be critical about their work. For example, in his 

study of a group of young people producing a rap music video, teachers adopted a 

“learning by doing” approach in which most of the learning about how to operate the 

cameras and create a video came from students themselves. By choosing the genre of a 

rap video, teachers assumed that students could produce a video with little technical skill. 

The idea was that the form of the piece would emerge spontaneously, which he argues 

was a short-sighted approach that failed to harness the potential of young people to 

produce quality work. Additionally, teachers took a hands-off approach, which resulted in 

an abdication of teaching youth about how to produce a video. In the end, teachers 

“rescued” the project by editing what the students had started. The lack of intervention by 

teachers also led to the marginalization of young women in the project, relegating them to 

supportive, rather than productive roles. Buckingham argues that producing a rap video 

requires a lot of artistry and technical skill, yet the teachers avoided the opportunity to 

engage students in this type of learning because they assumed that youth had an 

“authentic” voice that would emerge in the making of the video.  



 281 

Making the Content Matter 

Using ICTs for self-expression and self-representation were stated goals of the 

program, yet there was little formalized curriculum that integrated ICTs in this way. 

Rather than allowing girls to develop their own ideas on issues that were important to 

them, much of the classroom activities I observed centered around providing girls with 

activities to complete that seemed to be more interesting for the staff than for the girls. 

For example, on the last week of my observation, girls at Johnson Middle School were 

encouraged (or required) to write poems about their mothers for Dia De le Madre 

(Mothers’ Day). The poems would all be submitted to Club Chica and program staff 

would honor the best one on its Web site. There was little discussion of how to write a 

poem and different types of poetry. As a result, many of the girls struggled to come up 

with ideas about how to write these poems or what to include. Additionally, when I 

looked on the Web site to see which poems won, the Web site had not been updated with 

this year’s winner. Students’ disinterest in the content could also be reflected in the video 

production. While the girls were interested in the genre of the film, they played a limited 

role in making decisions about the content of the film. In the end, the film was never 

finished. 

This approach to learning limited girls’ opportunities for acquiring technological 

literacy and failed to incorporate the stated goals of the program. In my interviews, 

Program staff spoke about the importance of encouraging girls to develop a critical media 

literacy and help them to produce their own media. In my observations of the video 

production process, however, there was little discussion about what Buckingham (2003) 

calls “critical framing,” that is a discussion of the social and political dimensions of the 

work that the girls were producing (p. 199). The girls decided to use the genre of a 

vampire film because of both the girls’ and Alvarez’s interests. However, in the process 
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of making the film, there was little emphasis on the content of the film, and instead the 

exercise was to give girls the opportunity to act in front of the camera.  

This tension between engaging in critical pedagogy and completing projects is not 

uncommon to media education. As Jeong (2001) found in her case study of a video 

production course for disadvantaged students, there was a tension in the stated goals of 

the program between serving the goals of both social education, such as teaching youth 

how to express their perspectives, and vocational education, such as teaching youth how 

to gain competency with the equipment. Jeong found that teachers assumed that through 

engaging youth in a video project, they would be better able to express their “authentic” 

voice” in this form. As a result, there was little focus on a critical approach to the content 

of what youth were producing. Teachers had a hands-off approach to teaching, instead 

allowing students to run the production. As a result, neither the social nor vocational 

goals of the production were well-served.  

This lack of intervention by the teacher seemed to be the case with the vampire 

video. There was little discussion of the film, beyond the choice of genre. Interestingly, 

the main characters of the film were all boys. The instructor could have spoke to the girls 

more about their choice of characters and why they chose to be boys. Were they 

replicating dominant norms of vampire films or were they trying to transgress their 

gender identities by having females play male characters? How were Latina characters 

typically portrayed in horror films? What was the goal of their film (besides simply 

shooting the scenes of the film)? How could girls take part in all aspects of production? 

Or, why were some of them unwilling to operate the equipment? 

These problems raise questions about the goals of media education. As 

Buckingham (2003) writes, “learning to communicate in a given medium is more than 

just a technical process: it involves setting out to achieve particular purposes or effects” 
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(p. 199). Indeed, Buckingham’s insight about the importance of the content of media 

production projects is especially useful. He writes, “if the content does not matter—or is 

not made to matter—then the technical or communicative skills that are developed are 

likely to be fairly superficial” (p. 199). This seemed to be the case with the video. In my 

observations of the video, girls only seemed semi-interested in making the film. 

Little Use of ICTs 

In addition to the lack of formal curriculum that reflected the stated goals of the 

program, there was also little utilization of ICTs in completing projects. While there was 

a limitation to using the equipment in the schools, including not having the proper 

software such as editing software to complete projects, there was also little integration of 

computers to complete tasks. In my interviews, girls often spoke about their excitement 

in using computers as a motivating factor for joining Club Chica. Primarily, girls wanted 

to spend more time on the computers and the Internet, yet the projects and activities that I 

observed did not integrate ICTs in this way. The limited use of computers in classroom 

activities suggests the need for program staff to better understand how to integrate 

computers into the curriculum. While Rodriguez spoke about the importance of having an 

endpoint to a project, rather than learning software for the sake of it, there was little 

implementation of this approach in the classroom.  

While computers were not integrated into classroom activities, one of the most 

enjoyable activities for the girls seemed to be having unstructured time on computers. 

Because girls have limited access to computers and the Internet outside of school, 

allowing them to make use of computers and the Internet during the program was a key 

thing. In my observations, girls often asked the teachers if they could use the computers 

and sometimes were more interested in having more time on the computers than 

participating in the main activities, such as making Milagros or producing a short video. 
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In my interviews with girls, they spoke about the different aspects of computers 

that were interesting to them. When I asked if there was anything about technology you 

still want to learn, Sofia answered, “how to put special effects on the camera. Or like I 

went to Johnston [a local high school] and I saw this photo thing where there was a 

sparkling thing going across the picture. I thought it was cool.” Josefina said,   

I don’t understand like when you have your music, what does the computer do to 
it. Cause I see like on one of these DVDs, I saw that one of the guitarists, he was 
on the guitar and he was doing something on the guitar and it showed something 
on the computer. I don’t know what it was. And he had the headphones on. And 
he was checking something. Like every time something would happen he would 
be checking something. 

One strategy for integrating computers into the curriculum could be to ask girls what they 

are interested in learning. 

Economic vs Democratic Goals 

Finally, there were differences between teachers’ and students’ goals for the 

program. Teachers emphasized the economic benefits of digital media training to provide 

girls with career options in journalism. However, in my interviews with girls, girls spoke 

about the range of careers they wanted to pursue when they grew up. Interestingly, none 

of the girls wanted to be journalists. This difference between what careers girls see 

themselves pursing and what they are learning in the classroom brings up the question of 

whether girls see journalism or media production as an avenue for them. Girls’ interests 

extended beyond journalism, and included careers such as musicians and pediatrician. 

Isabelle stated, “I want to be a fashion designer because I love clothes and I love 

shopping and because fashion designers make a lot of money.” Anjelica stated,  “I want 

to be a nurse and I also told my mom when I am 15 and they buy me a car, I am going to 

do all the grocery shopping. I love shopping and buying new clothes.” Sofia commented 

that she wanted to be “a veterinarian or a musician.” Josefina stated, “mine is musician. 
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Originally I wanted to be an actress but I like playing music more. That’s what I’m 

shooting for. I play bass guitar.” Marisol also commented that she wanted to be a 

musician.  

However, in my interviews with girls, many of them mentioned that one of the 

main aspects that they enjoyed about Club Chica was that it gave them opportunities to 

participate in community events and engage in creative projects where they could voice 

their perspectives on current events. This differences between students’ goals and 

teachers’ goals for the program suggests the need for teachers to better understand how to 

include students’ democratic interests into the program. 

CONCLUSION 

In general, there were significant differences in how Club Chica conceptualizes 

technological literacy generally and how technological literacy was practiced in the 

classroom. Many of these differences are the result of a technological deterministic 

approach to learning, which privileges the role of ICTs in “empowering” girls. Club 

Chica encourages girls’ social development through creating a unique community of 

practice that helps to build community among adult and young Latinas. Additionally, the 

program aims to address a wide array of structural and cultural issues related to young 

Latinas’ development. Program staff spoke about the importance of ICTs for empowering 

young Latinas, yet much of the goals of the program extended beyond their use of 

technology. For example, program staff spoke about the importance of providing girls 

with role models and mentors so that they can talk about the specific issues that affect 

their lives, such as immigration, being bilingual, or the struggles they face within their 

families. Many of these issues are not addressed by girls’ engagement with ICTs, but 

instead ICTs provide an opportunity for the girls to meet each week. Additionally, the 

girls I interviewed emphasized the importance of hanging out with their friends after 
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school as a motivating factor for participating in the program. 

 There is a need to separate out what specific goals related to ICTs the program 

can address and what goals unrelated to technology that the program addresses. In 

particular, program staff emphasized the importance of using ICTs for self-expression 

and self-representation, yet in my observations in the classroom, there was little use of 

ICTs to achieve these goals. Making these distinctions between how the program uses 

ICTs to address specific dimensions of technological literacy and how the program 

addresses other aspects of young Latinas’ lives may provide a better understanding of 

how curriculum can reflect girls’ interests and increase their technological literacy. As I 

showed, girls responded to different aspects of technological learning. For example, 

while program staff emphasized the importance of increasing girls’ access to ICTs as a 

way to provide them with increased social and economic opportunities, girls participating 

in Club Chica emphasized the democratic aspects of ICTs. They highlighted the projects 

they were involved in that allowed them to express themselves their perspectives about 

current events, such as the Iraq war, or to participate in the broader community, such as 

through community clean up efforts. For many of the girls I spoke with, participating in 

Club Chica gave them the opportunity for increased democratic participation through 

direct involvement with their community. Democratic participation is especially 

important for girls whose experiences and perspectives are often left out of the public 

sphere. Providing more opportunities for girls to use ICTs for democratic participation 

may offer one way to address the specific interests of young Latinas while also increasing 

their technological literacy. 

My critiques are not designed to downplay the importance of Club Chica but 

rather to better understand the practice of technological learning in Club Chica programs. 

In fact, in conducting this case study I was thoroughly impressed by Dawson’s and 
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Rodriguez’s commitment to helping young Latinas. They began the program because 

they saw a need for increasing the number of Latina media makers and providing a space 

for young Latinas to increase their access to ICTs.  Their organization has evolved over 

the years and both Dawson and Rodriguez are committed to adapting their organization 

to fit the changing needs of young Latinas. Additionally, the adult volunteers who work 

with Club Chica should be commended for dedicating their time to helping Latina youth. 

Indeed, it is important to note that my critiques of the program are limited by the short 

amount of time that I spent observing the program and interviewing the girls involved. 

My critiques by not be reflective of what normally occurs in Club Chica programs. 

Instead, this case study draws attention to several challenges that many media 

education programs face. First, it is important for media education programs to articulate 

what aspects of technological learning they address in their curriculum. In this 

dissertation, I argue for an approach to technological literacy that highlights the 

communication dimensions as a way to enable youths’ ability to communicate. Second, 

media education programs should better understand how to design curriculum that 

reflects the interests of the youth they serve. This could include involving youth in 

program design and implementation. Third, media education programs are limited by a 

number of institutional and resource constraints, such as the computer hardware and 

software they have access to and the policies of the institutions where they hold their 

programs. Club Chica holds its program in public schools that have their own acceptable 

use policies and have differing access to computer hardware and software. For example, 

public schools often filter children’s access to certain Web sites, such as MySpace and 

YouTube. Since low-income and minority youth often do not have access to computers 

outside of school, limiting their access to these Web sites also limits their participation in 

the culture of the Internet. Girls spoke about their frustration with school computers that 
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did not let them access social networking sites. Since many youth are using social 

networking sites as a way to express themselves and build community, low-income 

minority youth may be left behind if they do not have opportunities to participate in these 

forums. This aspect of the digital divide suggests the need for public schools to rethink 

their Internet policies, especially when many low-income youth are reliant on school 

computers as their only access to the Internet. Additionally, blocking certain websites 

perpetuates the idea that there are certain “scary” aspects of the Internet from which 

children need to be protected. These policies can have negative effects on encouraging 

minority youth to explore new technologies. Dawson comments on how schools’ Internet 

policies may send the wrong message to low-income minority youth: 

Why start out with this notion of fearing technology? It just pervades other stuff. 
Are they[youth] going to be hindered in that way if they want to be an architect 
and they find out you have to do all the design work on the computer. Get them 
on it. I mean we are there supervising.78 

Finally, many of the schools where Club Chica holds its programs do not have access to 

software and hardware to successfully complete ambitious media projects, such as 

making a short video. While Rodriguez spoke about the importance of teaching girls’ 

proficiency in the technologies that they have access to, there is a need to better 

understand what types of projects girls can complete given these limitations. Club Chica 

aims to increase girls’ access to ICTs through being conscious of the software and 

hardware used in its curriculum. Program staff want to increase girls’ confidence by 

using affordable software and equipment that they already have access to as a way to 

encourage their continued interest in being digital media producers. However, while there 

are advantages to using “low-technology” in its programs, there is also the danger of 

creating bigger digital divides. Middle class girls who have more access to expensive 

                                                
78 Dawson, Personal Communication, 5 May 2008. 
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equipment and the latest software may be benefiting from programs such as the Girl 

Scouts more than Club Chica.  

In conclusion, Club Chica provides an important service for young Latinas that 

extends beyond simply providing girls with increased access to ICTs. The program 

allows girls opportunities to meet other Latinas, both young and old, and talk about issues 

that are important to them. While increasing young Latinas’ technological literacy is 

important, Club Chica also provides girls with a space to talk about their everyday lives, 

participate in projects where they can express their viewpoints on current events or help 

out in the broader community, and give them an opportunity to pursue their own interests. 
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Chapter 9: Digital Youth Center 

INTRODUCTION 

In this chapter, I examine how technological literacy is conceptualized, 

implemented, and received in the Digital Youth Center (DYC) program, a public access 

project located in an urban area in Texas. The DYC program, housed in ten public 

libraries in economically disadvantaged and underserved areas of the city, is part of the 

larger array of public access initiatives designed to bridge the digital divide in the city. 

DYC centers provide dedicated computers and Internet access as well as monthly 

multimedia classes for low-income minority youth. As I will show, libraries provide an 

essential space for public access for low income and minority youth. Additionally, the 

DYC program offers a unique community of practice for youth, which encourages youth 

to explore ICTs on their own terms and take ownership of the resources available in 

public libraries.  

First I provide background on the DYC program, including the funding structure, 

the importance of libraries as public access sites for low-income and minority youth, and 

the descriptions of the monthly multimedia classes offered at the centers. Next, I provide 

background of the Southeast Community Branch Library, a DYC center where I 

conducted participant-observation of two multimedia classes. Through interviews with 

staff and observations of these classes, I examine how technological literacy is 

conceptualized and implemented.79 Finally, through my observations and participation 

with youth attending classes at the Southeast Community Branch Library, I investigate 

                                                
79 The limitations of time and space at the library did not lend itself to conducting interviews with youth 
collecting self-administered questionnaires. Participation in the classes was elective and students dropped 
in and out of the classes throughout the scheduled time. Additionally, during the time of my observations, 
students would wander in and out of the library, making interviews and questionnaires difficult to 
administer. 



 291 

how youth respond to technological learning. I examine what communication dimensions 

of technological literacy are present and analyze how these communication dimensions 

are framed in terms of their economic, democratic, and social benefits for youth. 

DIGITAL YOUTH CENTER BACKGROUND 

As a high-tech community, it is a City80 goal to encourage Texas children, 
particularly those who do not have access to computers at home, to improve their 
technical skills. Community-based resources, like the youth computer centers, 
help the city advance its reputation as one of the most "wired communities" in the 
country and ensure that children in all areas of the community have access to 
resources that will prepare them for opportunities in the information economy. 
The Digital Youth Centers offer youth exclusive access to computers and 
technology, along with staff to help and encourage them. (Digital Youth Center, 
2008)  

The Digital Youth Center (DYC) centers were established in 2000 with funding 

from The Michael and Susan Dell Foundation, the City, and the  Public Library 

Foundation. This funding created ten centers located in the City’s libraries. “East End” 

refers to a historically under-served area in Texas. The majority of the city’s African 

American and Mexican American citizens reside in the East End, which is separated from 

the downtown area by a major highway. This area continues to suffer from historic 

segregation resulting from public policy initiatives.81 Since the mid-1990s, there have 

been several initiatives by government and nonprofit agencies to spread Internet 

                                                
80 In order to protect the anonomity of the program, I have chosen the generic term “city” to refer to the 
specific location of the program. 
81 In 1928, city planners established the “Negro District,” now known as the “East End.” This plan was a 
deliberate attempt to segregate the East End economically, through zoning and centralizing black-owned 
businesses, as well as concentrating transportation facilities. Additionally, many Mexican immigrants also 
settled in the East End. The East End provided job opportunities and a place to settle for immigrants fleeing 
from the Mexican Revolution. In the 1950s, a major highway, Interstate 35, became a dividing line between 
the majority white communities and that of the East End. Isolation from the city’s major economic structure 
has resulted in the  East End becoming the locus of the majority of the city’s poverty, crime, and pollution. 
Not surprisingly, many of the city’s nonprofit organizations are located in the East End. 
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infrastructure throughout the East End, including establishing public access sites in 

libraries and community recreation centers (Strover, Chapman, & Waters, 2004). 

The original goal of DYC was to acquire computer hardware and software for ten 

libraries in the East End (Digital Youth Center, 2008). With funding from private 

foundations and city government, each branch supports between seven and twelve 

computers and dedicated “wired” librarians who are trained to teach youth multimedia 

skills. DYC centers provide both computer hardware and software for youth to complete 

homework assignments, pursue personal interests, and engage in leisure activities. DYC 

centers also provide monthly multimedia classes in topics such as animation and 

videogame design. Finally, the centers provide youth with access to peripheral items, 

such as digital cameras and scanners, as well as free printing so that they can complete 

their homework assignments.  

According to the Lyndon Baines Johnson School of Public Affairs (2002), DYC 

is different than other public access projects because it evolved within the city’s 

government funding structure, rather than from a nonprofit agency. DYC’s funding 

structure, which is tied to the City’s government, has three major advantages. First, the 

DYC center operates within the mission of the Public Library, which is “to provide a 

wide range of information and services to enrich the lives of all members of our 

community” (Texas Public Library, 1995). The DYC centers follow the overall mission 

of the public library system to address literacy in all its facets. In this sense, DYC defines 

literacy comprehensively, including both traditional print literacy and technological 

literacy. Second, the funding structure is advantageous for sustainability. The DYC 

centers can operate under the umbrella organization of the Public Library. As Strover, 
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Chapman, and Waters (2004) found, public access sites that are housed within existing 

institutions can increase organizations’ capacities and help encourage sustainability. 

However, grant reports show that city budgets are a major concern for continued funding 

of DYC centers, especially for securing additional staff members and upgrading 

computer hardware and software. While this funding structure can be advantageous for 

sustainability, it can also limit opportunities for outside funding because DYC centers 

have to share funds across sites. As I will show, the computers in the Southeast 

Community Branch were not updated since their original acquisition in 2000. 

Additionally, the Southeast Community Branch has limited funds for supporting 

programming and classes at the center. 

Finally, each DYC site establishes its own unique community of practice 

determined by the culture and history of the particular library in which the centers are 

situated. The ten different DYC centers are located throughout the East End and each site 

is uniquely suited to the particular needs of the neighborhoods. The Southeast 

Community Branch, where I observed youth participating in multimedia classes, has a 

history of community engagement by local activists. In the mid 1990s, grassroots efforts 

by community activists led the city to dedicate funds to establish the library and a 

community recreation center to help revitalize the neighborhood and provide much-

needed resources for the community. As a result, the library is seen as an important 

institution in the Southeast area. 

Much of the private funding for the DYC centers comes from the Michael and 

Susan Dell Foundation whose mission is to “[transform] the lives of children living in 

urban poverty through better health and education” (Michael and Susan Dell Foundation, 

2008a). Dell Computers is the top private corporate employer in central Texas and 

supports several nonprofit initiatives in Texas and worldwide (Porter, 2008). Because of 
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its presence in Texas, Dell has a stake not only in giving back to the community but also 

investing in the next generation of potential information technology workers. To this end, 

the Foundation funds several educational initiatives aimed at increasing youths’ 

technological literacy, including the Girl Scouts and Club Chica, which are included in 

this dissertation. 

Since its founding in 2000, attendance at DYC centers continues to increase. In 

2001, 18,637 students attended DYC centers (Public Library Foundation, 2006, p. 5). 

During that time, DYC centers offered 88 classes, serving 522 youth. By 2006, there 

were over 75,309 users attending the centers.83 Additionally, in 2006, DYC centers 

offered 210 events and classes for East Austin youth. The Southeast Community Branch 

continues to attract new users, recording 642 new users in 2006 (Public Library 

Foundation, 2006, p. 5). 

DYC centers are mainly open after school and on the weekends. Summer hours 

are increased when students are out of school. DYC employs several “cyberlifeguards” 

from the University of Texas to assist during the busy hours. DYC centers are also open 

during the week to serve the needs of youth who are not in traditional school settings, 

such as youth living in group homes or those who are home-schooled. 

LIBRARIES AND PUBLIC ACCESS 

The DYC program should be contextualized within larger efforts to address the 

digital divide through funding public access sites. In the 1990s, policymakers and 

educators recognized the importance of technological literacy and digital technologies to 

all aspects of civic life. In 1995, the National Telecommunications Information 

Administration (Gallagher & Quindoza-Santiago) reported a growing gap between those 

                                                
83 “Total users” refers to the total number of login sessions for at all centers. This number includes both 
new and returning users. 
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who had access to the Internet and home computers and those who did not (U.S. 

Department of Commerce National Telecommunications Information Administration, 

1995). The “digital divide,” or the gap between the technology haves and have-nots, was 

often defined in terms of physical access to computers and the Internet. While gender was 

an initial concern of the digital divide, a wider gap existed along lines of income, race, 

and ethnicity.  

Policymakers addressed the digital divide by providing free or discounted access 

to computers and the Internet, primarily in schools and libraries. Digital divide access 

policy tended to identify physical infrastructure as the major barrier to achieving equality 

in technological literacy. Thus, many policy initiatives addressed how to provide 

equipment to schools and libraries, through the universal service fund, the E-rate program 

and the Technology Opportunities Program (TOPS) of NTIA. Additionally, President 

Clinton called for private corporations to aid in the process of helping schools integrate 

computers and the Internet into classrooms. 

In addition to subsidizing computer and Internet access in schools, since 1995 

libraries were seen as essential spaces for providing public access to computers and the 

Internet. Several policy interventions led to the diffusion of the Internet into public 

libraries. The Telecommunications Act of 1996 (P.L. No. 104-104 110 Stat. 56) 

expanded the concept of universal service to include the Internet as a telecommunications 

service eligible for discounted rates by telecommunications companies, also called E-rate. 

E-rate allowed for increased infrastructure to libraries and helped spur the development 

of public access in libraries. In addition to discounted services, libraries also received 

private funding. The Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, in particular, has provided a 

majority of funding to support public access in libraries. In 2003, more than 95% of 
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public libraries offered public Internet access with an average of 7.5 workstations per 

public access site (U.S. Department of Education, 2003b, p. 30).  

With a change in presidential administration in 2000, the future of public access 

funding seemed bleak. The NTIA released a report titled A Nation Online, indicating that 

the access problem that defined the digital divide had been bridged and that there was no 

longer a need for public subsidies (U.S. Department of Commerce National 

Telecommunications Information Administration, 2000). However, many scholars 

disagreed that the digital divide was closed, evidenced by a comparison of U.S.  

broadband Internet penetration rates to other countries (M. Cooper, 2004). Home Internet 

access continues to hover around 70% and broadband access only reached about 43% of 

the population (Madden, 2006). As a result, a new digital divide that accounted for speed 

of Internet connections was identified (Chaudhurri & Flamm, 2006). As I will show in 

my observations at one of the DYC centers, the speed of Internet connections is an 

important consideration for how well users can access and utilize multimedia 

applications. Others argued that the narrow conceptualization of the digital divide in 

terms of infrastructure ignored other factors, such as geographic location and economic 

competitiveness, as major barriers to access (Bertot, 2003; Strover, 2003). These 

researchers suggested the need to conceptualize the digital divide as having multiple 

economic, political and social dimensions and advocated for continued government 

intervention to address disparities in access.  

By 2002, many policymakers remained skeptical that public funding was still 

needed to sustain public access, especially given the high level of home Internet adoption 

(N. T. I. A. U.S. Department of Commerce, 2002) However, the NTIA found that there 

were still disparities in Internet access, especially in terms of class and race. According to 

recent statistics, while 78% of white students have access to computers and the Internet at 
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home, only 46% of African American students and 48% of Hispanic students do (DeBell 

& Chapman, 2006, p. 14). The digital divide becomes more pronounced when looking at 

income. Only 37% of families with incomes under $20,000 have access to the Internet 

(DeBell & Chapman, 2006, p. 14). However, the report does not account for quality of 

access, functionality of computers, or how access can be affected by other economic 

factors, such as failure to pay monthly Internet subscription bills. As I will show, access 

is not always of high quality or fully functional and there are a range of issues that should 

be considered when thinking about access, including speed of connection and 

functionality of computers. Quality of access in public access sites and informal 

educational programs can impact the types of computer applications used, classes 

offered, and experiences of ICTs by users.  

In terms of library access, a report by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation 

(2004), found that minority populations, low-income, and those with lower education 

levels rely on libraries as their sole access to the Internet. Libraries provide an important 

space for low-income youths’ access to computers and the Internet. 18.7% of African 

Americans and 13.8% of Hispanics use the Internet in public libraries, compared to only 

8.6% of whites (N. T. I. A. U.S. Department of Commerce, 2002, p. 40). Children and 

adolescents in these groups are more likely to use the Internet (Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation, 2004, p. 4). 29% of African American youth and 20% of Hispanic youth use 

the Internet in public libraries, compared to 12% of white youth (U.S. Department of 

Education, 2003a, p. 23). In terms of income, 27% of youth from families with incomes 

of $20,000 and less compared to 11% families with $75,000 or more utilize library 

Internet access (U.S. Department of Education, 2003a, p. 23). As a result, understanding 

how libraries conceptualize and implement technological literacy, as well as how youth 

experience technological learning in library settings, becomes a relevant issue. 
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Many youth use public access sites for communication. A 2007 survey about 

youth and library Internet usage found that 64% of Internet usage in libraries was for 

personal communications activities, such as instant messaging and email, while 37% of 

youth use public access for entertainment (D'Elia, Abbas, Bishop, Jacobs, & Rodger, 

2007). However, there is little information available about how this usage may contribute 

to technological literacy.  

While Internet access may be more available in libraries, the Bill and Melinda 

Gates Foundation (2004) found that the quality of access varied widely across pubic 

access sites. As I will show, quality of computers and Internet access was a major barrier 

to effectively providing classes for youth and encouraging their participation at the 

Southeast Community Branch DYC center. The Gates report suggests the need to 

investigate how public policy and private funding can continue to support public access 

sites. 

DESCRIPTION OF SOUTHEAST COMMUNITY BRANCH LIBRARY 

The Southeast Community Branch Library opened in 1998 as a result of 

community efforts to demand public services from the city for the Southeast Area 

(Jayson, 1998). In the mid 1980s, a grassroots community organization named the 

Southeast Corner (SCAN) lobbied city hall for increased city-funded services to help 

revitalize the community. The city funded both the library and the Dove Springs 

Recreational Center. Both of these spaces are located within close proximity of each 

other. Additionally, the library and community center are located adjacent to an 

elementary and middle school making it convenient for students to walk to the library 

after school. According to Agatha O’Brian, Teen Librarian, between 50-70 kids come 

through the DYC center each day after school.  
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On my first visit to the library, I was struck by how different this library was from 

the libraries I frequented as a child. At 3:00 PM, the library transforms from a quiet place 

where many adults are browsing the bookshelves, reading magazines, or using public 

access computers, to one which is loud and full of energy. I was also surprised by the 

presence of a security guard who was present to enforce proper behavior. Rather than 

serving as a space that simply provides resources to students, the library is a place where 

students take ownership. When the students arrived, they quickly logged into the crowded 

DYC computers, watched each other playing videogames, uploaded new information to 

their MySpace accounts, or showed each other the latest YouTube clips that they found 

funny. If they were not on the computers, they were huddled together in the nooks and 

crannies of the library, chatting about their day or playing board games with each other. 

Movement in the library was fluid; the students would come and go as they pleased, 

running outside to play and coming back in when they wanted. A security guard was 

around to make sure that students’ behavior was not disruptive to the library, yet his 

presence did not seem to phase the students. In this way, the library was transformed 

from a quiet place to a community center.  

The Southeast Community Branch Library houses two public access stations: one 

for use by adults and one dedicated for use by youth. The DYC center provides seven 

computers dedicated for use by youth after school and on weekends. Youth can make a 

reservation to use the computers for thirty minutes at a time. Each user has his or her own 

password to allow him or her to log on to the computers. Youths’ use of the computers is 

not restricted. They are encouraged to play videogames and surf the Internet. However, 

when a multimedia class is offered, computers are reserved for use by participants in the 

class. 
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According to Agatha O’Brian, who oversees the DYC center at the library, the 

Southeast Community Branch DYC center faces a number of challenges because of 

space. Most of the other DYC branches have separate rooms where the student computers 

are located, making it easier to teach classes and help students with questions. At the 

Southeast Community Branch, the seven computers are crowded on a table in the middle 

of the “youth section” in the library. As I will show, the lack of space was problematic 

for teacher and peer interaction during the multimedia classes. 

Description of Staff 

Agatha O’Brian, Teen Librarian at the Southeast Community Branch, has worked 

with the City’s Public Libraries since 2006. She develops programming for youth after-

school as well as early childhood literacy programs. 

Liz Lemon works for the City’s Children’s Museum and is contracted to provide 

services for the DYC centers. Lemon designs curriculum and runs the multimedia classes 

at all ten DYC centers. She designs classes which are rotated and offered monthly at each 

site. Lemon is a trained lawyer and started working with DYC in 2001. As she told me, “I 

have zero training for this. I am all self-taught. When I was in college, all of this stuff 

didn’t exist. I went to Law School, I was lawyer for a little while but I never really did 

get into it.” Lemon learned the different software applications, such as Fireworks and 

Adobe Photoshop, through designing the classes.   

Description of Classes 

Each month, a different multimedia class is offered at all ten DYC locations. 

Classes last one hour and are offered on a first come, first served basis. Students sign up 

for the class when they arrive after-school. Since only seven computers are available at 

the Southeast Community Branch Library, students have to share computers and other 
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equipment used during classes, such as headphones. In the classes I observed, no students 

were turned away for lack of space. Students were used to sharing resources within such 

as small amount of space. Classes are offered in topics such as animation and videogame 

design. During the course of an hour, students complete a finished project. For example, 

during the animation class, students learn how to create an animated GIF84 that they can 

email to themselves or upload to their MySpace pages. 

For each of the workshops, students would arrive at 3:00 PM and choose whether 

they wanted to participate in the class. Instruction during the workshop was primarily 

individual, one-on-one instruction, where teachers would walk students through the 

different steps in completing the assignments. 

PROGRAM GOALS 

In this section, I describe the overall goals of the DYC program that includes 

increasing low-income youths’ access to library resources, employing a broad definition 

of literacy, and changing youths’ attitudes about ICTs and learning. 

Access to Library Resources 

The overarching goal of DYC is to provide access to computers and the Internet 

to low-income students living in underserved areas of the City. The goal of the program 

is to increase youths’ computer skills and encourage their exposure to the resources of the 

library. Access to computers allows youth the opportunity to work on their homework as 

well as explore their interests through unstructured time on computers and the Internet 

(Public Library Foundation, 2006, p. 3). 

Additionally, DYC centers offer alternative spaces for youth to congregate after 

school According to grant documents,  

                                                
84 GIF stands for Graphics Interchange Format. 
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The Digital Youth Center program at the Public Library offers computer access to 
at-risk kids when school is out. Our goal is to increase children and teens’ 
knowledge of computer skills and to bring more young people from low-income 
neighborhoods into the Library. (Public Library Foundation, 2006, p. 1)  

Youth are encouraged to increase their basic literacy skills through reading and taking 

advantage of other resources provided by the libraries. Programs encourage “creativity, 

leadership, experimentation, confidence, teamwork, and pride” (Digital Youth Center, 

2008). For example, at the Southeast Branch, O’Brian offers programming, such as dance 

parties and board game tournaments, to encourage youth to see the library as a space in 

which they can feel comfortable and take ownership of the library as a community 

resource. 

Another strategy for increasing access is the choice of software in DYC programs. 

Lemon relies on Free and Open Source Software (FOSS) for designing her curriculum. 

(Stallman, 2002, p. 64). “Open source software” is an umbrella term for a range of 

software products, services and communities. The most famous open source software is 

the GNU/Linux operating system, which was released in 1998. Open source software 

allows individual users to access computer code and make changes as needed. As 

Stallman(2002)writes,  

for the Open Source Movement, the issue of whether software should be open is a 
practical question, not an ethical one. As one person put it ‘Open Source is a 
development methodology; free software is a social movement.’ For the Open 
Source movement, non-free software is a suboptimal solution. (Stallman, 2002, p. 
252) 

In contrast to open source software, which may or may not be freely available, 

proponents of the free software movement often see proprietary software as a social 

problem. According to the Free Software Foundation, “ ‘free software’ is a matter of 

liberty, not price. To understand the concept, you should think of ‘free'’ as in ‘free 

speech,’ not as in ‘free beer’” (Free Software Foundation, 2008). 
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For Lemon, FOSS serves two purposes. First, FOSS allows increased access to 

programs for youth. Libraries often cannot afford the proprietary licenses for programs 

such as Flash. FOSS offers an alternative, expanding the options for teaching youth about 

digital technologies. The second purpose that FOSS serves is to encourage low-income 

youths’ access to digital technologies outside of the classroom. As Lemon stated,  

I actually teach a class that’s called “Meet Tux the Penguin” where it’s all open 
source stuff and we just play with all the stuff. One reason to do that is because 
these computers are so ancient. But also so they know that there’s a lot of free 
stuff out there to have. And I just kind of want the children to have that concept. 
“Oh, I want to do this but I can’t afford it. Oh I remember there is free stuff.” So 
part of it was just so I could expand the classes I teach because I want to keep on 
doing things that are interesting. 

Libraries are increasingly adopting FOSS as an alternative to proprietary 

software, such as the Microsoft Office Suite. Librarians often cite reasons including 

access and flexibility for the integration of FOSS into libraries. As Stevenson (2006) 

writes, private funding from foundations often mandated what type of hardware and 

software libraries could purchase. For example, funding from the Bill and Melinda Gates 

Foundation subsidized the purchase of Microsoft software licenses in libraries. This 

funding led to a diffusion of particular types of technologies, mainly the Windows 

Operating System and Microsoft software. Several scholars are critical of this type of 

diffusion because it limits independence and innovation for software (Balas, 2004; 

Chudnov, 1999; Frumkin, 2002). These scholars write about both the practical and 

ideological implications of mandating software adoption. For example, scholars such as 

Richard Stallman, founder of the Free Software Foundation, believe that the problem of 

the digital divide is caused by proprietary software. Stallman (2002) writes, “from this 

perspective, the problem of the digital divide cannot be separated from the culture 

surrounding proprietary software”  (p. 64). 
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Librarians do value FOSS as an alternative to proprietary software for both 

political and practical reasons. Libraries are often under-funded and FOSS offers more 

opportunities to bring services to patrons (Balas, 2004; Frumkin, 2002; Gourly, 2000). In 

the case of DYC, without FOSS, it would be impractical to offer classes such as Hip Hop 

Beatmaking, since the budget for multimedia classes is so limited. 

Broad Approach to Literacy 

In general, literacy at DYC is broadly conceived: it includes a focus not only on 

technological literacy but also traditional forms of literacy, including reading. O’Brian 

reported that many of the students who come to the library have low literacy levels. The 

students have difficulty reading and self-report that they do not enjoy reading books. One 

of her strategies is to encourage the students to think about how much they read online as 

a way to think about reading. This strategy follows other educators’ approaches to 

teaching literacy as including multiple forms of literacies, including print, audio, and 

visual literacy  (Buckingham, 2007; Jenkins, Clinton, Purushotma, Robison, & Weigel, 

2007; Tyner, 1998).  

 The majority of the students who attend the Southeast Community Branch 

Library are bilingual and English is their second language. The demographics of the 

library are reflective of the larger demographics in the City. 31% of the City’s population 

is Hispanic or Latino and this number continues to increase (U.S. Census Bureau, 

2000).85 According to a study by Hispanic USA, the number of Spanish speakers in the 

Central Texas area is expected to reach 55% by 2025 (Moguel, 2005). Texas is the 

leading state where Spanish is spoken at home, 29% compared to 12 % nationally (U.S. 

Department of Commerce, 2006). Nationally, Spanish is the primary language spoken at 
                                                
85 Because of the historic segregation in the city, much of the Latino and Hispanic population reside in the 
East End. As a result, schools and libraries in the East End tend to have higher numbers of Latino and 
Hispanic in attendance. 
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home by over 32 million people aged five and older, which is 78% of total population of 

Hispanics in the U.S. (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2006). There are over 44 million 

Hispanics in the U.S., making the U.S. the fifth largest Spanish-speaking community in 

the world (U.S. Census Bureau, 2007b). Because of the large number of Spanish speakers 

in Texas and in the U.S., and the high number of Hispanic students who utilize public 

libraries for access to ICTs, it is especially important to critically examine how 

technological literacy is conceptualized in programs such as DYC.  

O’Brian’s goal is to help bilingual students attending the DYC center become 

confident readers. However, O’Brian also spoke about the limitations of her role at the 

library. O’Brian wears many hats, including designing programs and running the DYC 

center. She wishes she had more one-on-one time with the students, but feels a bit 

overwhelmed by the number of students attending the DYC center each day. As a result, 

her strategy is to create programming where she can reach the most students, giving them 

as much attention as she can. O’Brian’s comments speak to the limitation of the library as 

a site to address all facets of literacy. Literacy is a process that occurs in multiple settings, 

including school, home, and after school programs.  

Changing Youths’ Attitudes about ICTs and Learning 

Lemon was the primary teacher of the multimedia classes at the DYC centers. 

Based on her experiences teaching youth about digital technologies, Lemon has a 

particular pedagogical approach. Lemon identifies her style of teaching as “stealth” 

teaching. Her goal is to teach difficult concepts to the students without them knowing it. 

In other words, her strategy is to trick them into learning. She believes this is the best 

strategy because of the type of learners with which she comes into contact. As Lemon 

writes, “stealth teaching technology applications in a project-based and games-based 

environment can advance extra, unexpected chances to low-confident learners, teaching 
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them, in some ways, tricking them, into learning skills they need to succeed in today’s 

economy” (Lemon, 2003, p. 8). In my interview with Lemon, she expanded on the 

concept of stealth teaching, 

I feel like a program is successful if [students] have learned something really 
complicated, but they had so much fun they had no idea how much they learned. 
And you know, Gamemaker is like that.86 They learn a huge amount about how 
games are put together, what sprites are, how to move things. They get a lot of 
spatial information. But they don’t care because they are having so much fun. To 
them, making a game is actually in some ways more fun than actually playing a 
game. The more high level stuff I can teach them without them realizing it, the 
more successful I think the class has been. And I found that the harder the stuff 
you teach them, the more they have fun. They want the challenge and they will 
learn incredibly hard stuff. 

Lemon outlined her pedagogical approach in a paper she submitted to an 

academic conference. Lemon writes that she comes into contact with two types of 

learners. “Mastery-oriented learners” seek challenge, love to be critiqued, and can strive 

even when failing. “Helpless response oriented” learners are those who avoid challenge 

and whose performance deteriorates under pressure. In the paper, Lemon reviews the 

research about “helpless response” learners and writes that she tries to target her teaching 

toward them. These learners tend to internalize their feelings of helplessness through 

negativity. For example, when students say something is “stupid,” what they really mean 

is that they are not sure how to handle the situation. As Lemon stated, 

in the beginning I would find that the phrase “this is stupid” means “I’m lost. 
Everyone else seems to get it and I don’t so it’s stupid and I don’t want to do it.” 
and I have learned that the answer is not “It’s not stupid” but the answer is “well, 
let’s look at that, maybe we can get it to go.”  

Lemon identifies several aspects of after school learning which help to mitigate these 

negative attitudes: activities are not graded and are fun for all skill levels; activities are 

                                                
86 Gamemaker is a proprietary software program used to design computer games. The software program is 
based on the principle of drag-and-drop, so users do not need to learn a specific computer programming 
language. Gamemaker is one of the few software programs that the Southeast Branch owns a license. 
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voluntary, rather than mandatory; and after school programs offer a different environment 

than traditional school settings. Lemon spoke about the importance of developing a space 

at the DYC center that is different from a traditional school setting:  

one of the major differences in the way that this program is put together, that I 
had to learn the hard way is that the kids can stay or go. Mommy didn’t bring 
them. No one’s paying for it. So the classes have to sound interesting enough to 
get them to stay. And then my challenge is to add into that to make it fun enough 
to learn and challenging without them realizing it and leaving.” 

In developing curriculum, Lemon’s strategy is to design both game-based and 

project-based learning. She writes about the importance of game-based classes: 

programming teaches logic and consequences – time and again I see kids getting 
that concept right in front of my eyes – you see, you can’t complain about what 
happens in the game that you program, because it’s only doing EXACTLY 
WHAT YOU TOLD IT TO DO. (p. 7)  

Additionally, she believes that game-based classes can attract students who may 

otherwise not choose to participate in a computer programming class. As she writes, “a 

group of teenage girls might not be interested in game programming, but if they can make 

a game with pictures and sound featuring Beyonce, they are more willing to stay and 

more willing to work through the difficulties of the class” (Lemon, 2003, p. 5). While 

Lemon’s comments speak to the importance of offering content that is attractive to girls, 

my observations of the classes did not show how teachers tried to attract girls to 

participate in either the Hip Hop Beatmaking or the Game Design classes. In my 

observations, there only 9 out of the 29 participants in the workshops were female.  

HOW IS TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY CONCEPTUALIZED AT DYC? 

Technological literacy at the DYC program is broadly conceived and includes 

communication dimensions including technology operations and concepts, freedom to 

achieve what youth value, access to relevant content, and learning to communicate about 
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technology. In the following sections, I provide analysis of grant reports, promotional 

materials, and interviews with staff to show how technological literacy is conceptualized 

in the DYC program. I also show how these communication dimensions are framed in 

terms of their economic, developmental, and social benefits for students. 

Technology Operations and Concepts 

Grant materials highlight the importance of the resources of the library for 

increasing youths’ computer literacy. According to grant documents, goals are “to 

actively promote the Library to children and teens; to attract teens to the Public Library 

and assist them in computer literacy” (Public Library Foundation, 2001, p. 1). However, 

grant materials do not clearly define what is meant by “computer literacy.” A qualitative 

look at these materials suggests that “computer literacy” is narrowly defined by how well 

youth can master computer software programs. 

Interviews with program staff also stressed the importance of teaching computer 

skills to low-income youth. Lemon’s main goal is to teach students software skills that 

will help them succeed with digital technologies. Success, for her, is measured by 

whether students are prepared to enter the job market or go on to pursue higher education. 

As a result, Lemon emphasizes skill-based learning in her classes. In addition to 

emphasizing a skill-based approach to learning computer software applications, Lemon 

also stresses adaptability, which is a key element Standard 6 of the NETs (Brooks-

Young, 2007). For example, she aims to teach the students how to locate files and how to 

save their work on different parts of the computer. She stated,  

they learn the software themselves, but as they learn the software, you have a lot 
of opportunities to teach concepts that relate to all software. You learn the 
Windows file structure. We’ll do some of that today. You know, when you are 
trying to find files. And that’s something that adults can’t really do. 
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Additionally, Lemon has different goals for the students than what they are taught in 

schools: 

my goals are going to be substantially less than an actual schoolteacher who is 
getting them ready for TEKS.87 I am just getting them interested and letting them 
know that learning can be fun. 

Lemon’s comments are in line with much of the literature on the developmental benefits 

of after school programs, which includes providing students with a “third space,” which 

is neither school nor home (Miller, 2003; Schwarz & Stolow, 2006). After school 

programs can offer youth opportunities to gain “real-world” skills, while also 

encouraging their individual development (Schwarz & Stolow, 2006). Additionally, after 

school programs can increase youths’ self-confidence by providing them with 

opportunities to complete projects with adult role models. As Lemon comments,  

the main thing that I want them to carry away is that they are capable and that 
they are smart. I don’t really do the self-esteem concept, I do self-respect. And 
they come to really respect themselves. During the class I say “this is a really hard 
class, you are doing a really great job. You know, this is the same software that 
grownups use and its’ not little kid software. 

Freedom to Achieve What Youth Value 

A key component of the DYC program is the combination of both structured and 

unstructured access to computers and the Internet. Both of these elements are particularly 

important because of the demographics of the students. According to both Agatha 

O’Brian and Liz Lemon, DYC staff, students self-report a range of access to computers 

and the Internet at home. When she first started with DYC in 2001, Lemon found that 

students reported having less access to computers at home. However, as Lemon reports, 

in recent years, more students say they have computers at home, yet their access to the 

                                                
87 TEKS stands for the Texas Essential Knowledge Skills and are standards used for developing 
standardized tests. Standardized testing is one of the requirements of the No Child Left Behind Act. 



 310 

Internet is often limited and dependent on whether their family can afford the monthly 

Internet subscription rates. Additionally, access fluctuates and is dependent on several 

economic factors, such as family income and age of computers. For example, even 

though students may have home computers, students often mentioned that computers 

crash or would not work. Or they report that their computers do not have certain software 

packages. Since DYC staff do not collect demographic information on their students, 

O’Brian reports that she gauges students’ technology access through their access to other 

digital technologies. For example, many of the youth have cell phones, yet O’Brian 

reports that their phones are often turned off for lack of payment.  

One strategy DYC staff use to encourage youth to explore ICTs on their own 

terms is to emphasize the importance of both productivity and recreation through 

providing a combination of structured and unstructured access to ICTs. Providing non-

structured activities for youth differentiates this case from the other two case studies in 

this dissertation. DYC centers operate similar to other public access sites, where citizens 

can use computers for their own interests. In addition to providing youth non-structured 

time to use computers and the Internet, the DYC centers offer monthly multimedia 

classes that are designed to increase youths’ interest in digital technologies and encourage 

their continued attendance to the sites. These classes are designed to incorporate both 

productivity and fun. In these classes, youth learn new computer skills, such as game 

design, while also encouraging their interests in digital technologies through providing 

them some information on how they may pursue these fields in the future. As I will show 

in my interviews with program staff, “fun” is a quality that staff strives to foster at the 

library as a strategy to keep students coming back and taking advantage of the libraries’ 

resources.  
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Access to Relevant Content 

 Programming at DYC centers is intended to provide youth with access to content 

that is relevant to their lives. O’Brian develops programs to keep students interested in 

repeat visits to the library. Programs include dance parties, where the students can bring 

in their own CDs and listen to them and dance, as well as board game tournaments. In 

addition to encouraging youths’ continued attendance at the library, these programs also 

allow O’Brian to form ongoing personal relationships with the students. In my 

observations of the center, it was clear that the students felt comfortable with O’Brian 

and see her as someone they can go to if they have problems with the computers. She 

knows all of the students’ names and students were often showing affection toward her, 

giving her hugs.  

Monthly multimedia classes, such as Hip Hop Beatmaking, are also designed to 

provide youth with access to relevant content. However, as I will show in my 

observations of the classes, there were differences in how teachers assumed youth would 

respond to class content and how youth actually responded. 

Learning How to Communicate About Technology 

Promotional materials and interviews with staff also emphasize the social benefits 

of technological literacy, primarily the importance of providing youth and parents with 

capabilities to help them learn how to communicate about technology. Teaching youth 

and parents how to communicate about technology, especially through an understanding 

of Internet safety and privacy issues related to social networking sites such as MySpace, 

is an important component of the DYC center. Increasing youths’ and parents’ 

capabilities to better understand how to utilize technological literacy to navigate everyday 

life is of particular interest to DYC staff. For example, O’Brian held an information 

session for parents about how to monitor their children’s participation in online spaces 
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and social networking sites. She told the parents about how to teach children about the 

importance of protecting their personal information online and the importance of paying 

attention to what their children are doing online. MySpace is a popular social networking 

site among youth, and O’Brian speaks to both children and parents about how to avoid 

putting any “real” information, such as last names and home addresses, on the site. In her 

experience, parents do not always perceive their children’s online activities as subject to 

the public domain. For example, when one parent mentioned that she didn’t want to read 

her daughter’s MySpace page because she thought it was an invasion of her privacy, 

O’Brian explained that MySpace is actually a semi-public space where, if children do not 

take steps to protect their prvacy, and anyone can access the information uploaded to 

Myspace. 

O’Brian sees the importance of social networking sites, such as MySpace, for 

teaching youth a certain level of technological literacy. Social networking sites can 

encourage technological literacy, through learning skills such as how to upload photos, 

how to edit and customize one’s own site, and how to navigate a Web page. However, 

O’Brian was concerned that many children under age 14, which is the legal age that users 

need to be to access MySpace, had their own MySpace accounts. Rather than block 

MySpace, as was the case in the public schools where Club Chica clubs were held, 

O’Brian looked the other way. She is able to negotiate her own ethical stance by refusing 

to help children under 14 if they had a problem with their Myspace sites. 

In addition to Internet safety, O’Brian also strives to teach students basic concepts 

about safety in everyday life. O’Brian spoke about how she feels responsible for the 

students well-being, especially because she is the sole librarian working with youth at the 

DYC center. As an adult role model, O’Brian believes she has some responsibility for 
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teaching the students basic life skills that will keep them safe, such as looking both ways 

when crossing the street and not talking to strangers. 

TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY IN THE CLASSROOM 

In this section, I explore how technological literacy is implemented in the 

classroom, through participant observation of the Hip Hop Beatmaking and Game Design 

classes that took place during November-December 2007. In my observations, I examine 

teacher-student interaction. Because there were a limited number of volunteers helping 

teach the classes, I also acted as a participant in both classes, helping the students 

complete the tasks. 

Hip Hop Beatmaking 

We’re going to learn some techniques of digital music producing, using Audacity, 
the free multi-track audio editing software. Hip-hop began when DJ’s put together 
samples of the best parts of songs, “breaks,” together, often with more sampled 
music, along with original compositions and lyrics.  This is easy and fun to do 
with digital music samples – this CD has a lot of digital music samples for you to 
work with. We’re going to learn to be music producers – we’ll take a sample from 
a song and build our song around it. (Lemon, 2007, p. 1) 

In this class, the goal was to have students work in groups and use Audacity, a 

free audio software editing program, to create hip-hop songs.88 “Hip hop” refers to a style 

of music whose characteristics include sampling, or taking beats from other songs and re-

editing them to create new songs. According to Rose (1994), hip hop is an “Afro-

diasporic cultural form which attempts to negotiate the experiences of marginalization, 

brutally truncated opportunity and oppression within the cultural imperatives of African-

American and Caribbean history, identity and community” (p. 71) Hip hop music is part 

                                                
88 Audacity is a free audio editing and recording program that is available for Windows, Mac OS X, and 
Linux operating systems. Audacity has several functions including recording live audio, converting analog 
tapes and records to digital formats, cutting and mixing different sounds together, changing the speed and 
pitch of particular recordings, and more. For more information, see http://audacity.sourceforge.net 
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of a larger cultural movement whose roots trace back to the 1970s in Bronx, New York. 

Hip hop is particularly resonant among urban African American and Latino youth 

because this style of music is characteristic of political resistance, aesthetic appropriation, 

and encourages youth to engage with popular culture on their own terms (Kitwana, 2002; 

Ogbar, 2007; Watkins, 2006). Hip hop takes many forms which can be geographically 

specific. As result, different forms of hip hop, such as reggaeton, are of particular interest 

to Latino youth (Flores, 2000; Morrison, 2006).89 Some scholars and activists are critical 

that hip hop music has become overly commercialized and has lost its political appeal 

(Perry, 2004). However, as I will show, Latino and African American youth at the DYC 

center were interested in hip hop, yet felt that the way the Hip Hop Beatmaking class was 

presented to them did not reflect their specific interests. 

During the hour-long Hip Hop Beatmaking class, students learned several audio 

editing techniques to put together their original hip hop songs, including “chipmunking,” 

changing the speed of a song, and “beat-slicing,” slicing an audio file into smaller 

sections. Finally, the students were encouraged to create an entire song from samples. 

“Samples” are portions of popular songs that students can edit together to create a new 

song. After students learned the different audio editing techniques, they created their 

original song by first laying down a drumbeat, then importing samples they liked. The 

drumbeat combined with the samples would comprise an original song. Once they were 

finished with their songs, they exported them to Windows Media Player, where the 

students’ song titles and names would appear as the song played. Lemon likened the 

process the students were participating in to the process that professional artists go 

                                                
89 “Reggaeton” is a form of hip hop music whose origins reside in Puerto Rico and Panama. Reggaton 
combines traditional hip hop style with a particular Latin sound. Some reggaeton artists include Daddy 
Yankee and Don Omar. 
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through to publish their songs. As Lemon told the students, they were becoming 

professionals, “just like Beyonce.” 

Game Design 

The goal of this class was to use the FOSS software program “Super Tux Level 

Editor” to create an original level of the Super Tux videogame. In video game terms, a 

“level” refers to a distinct subdivision of a video game’s virtual world. Super Tux is a 

“classic 2D jump’n run slidescroller game in a style similar to the original Super Mario 

games”(Kendrick, 2007). Super Mario Brothers was developed in 1985 for the Nintendo 

game systems. The goal of the game is to have the main character, an Italian plumber by 

the name of Mario, save Princess Toadstool of the Mushroom Kingdom from the evil 

Bowser, king of the Koopas (Norton-Meier, 2005). In order to save the Princess, Mario 

must conquer eight worlds, or levels, of the Mushroom Kingdom. Super Mario Brothers 

is considered to be the bestselling video game of all time, selling over 40 million copies 

(Biggs, 2008). Super Tux is based on Super Mario Brothers, except the main character is 

a penguin, the mascot of the Linux operating system. In the Super Tux Level Editor 

program, students can create their own level, customizing elements such as background, 

color, creating obstacles such as waterfalls, creating bad guys, and placing hidden 

treasures. Figures 18 and 19 show screenshots of the Super Tux game. 
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Figure 18. Super Tux90 

   
Figure 19. Screenshot of Super Tux91 
 

 

 

As I will show, students at the DYC center were familiar with Super Mario 

Brothers. Many of them had played the game on their home Nintendo consoles. As a 

result, they could easily master the game because they understood the main concepts. 

 

Teacher-Student Interaction 

During both multimedia classes, teacher interaction was primarily one-on-one 

individual instruction. During both of my observations, about 30 students from the 

                                                
90 Screenshot is taken from http://supertux.lethargik.org/screenshots.html 
91 ibid. 
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elementary school (grades 1-6) would enter the DYC center around 3:00 PM when school 

was finished. Both multimedia classes were targeted toward elementary school students. 

Participants in the classes ranged in age from 9 to12 years old. When students arrived, 

O’Brian explained that there was a class being held and they could only use the 

computers if they participated in the class. When students asked what the classes were 

going to entail, O’Brian gave them a brief description of what they would learn in the 

class. Students self-selected if they wanted to participate. During the first few minutes of 

the class, O’Brian helped students log-in to computers and also helped students get into 

groups to share resources, since there were only seven computers available. 12 students 

signed up for the Hip Hop Beatmaking class and 17 students signed up for the Game 

Design class. As mentioned previously, more boys than girls participated in the class. The 

majority of participants in both classes were Latino. 1 African American boy participated 

in the Hip Hop Beatmaking class and 2 African American boys and 1 African American 

girl participated in the Game Design class.  

Once students were situated, Lemon loaded the class materials onto the computers 

and distributed a paper copy of the class lesson plan. For the Hip Hop Beatmaking class, 

Lemon loaded computers that contained the FOSS program Audacity as well as MP3 

files of music samples that students would use to construct their original hip hop songs. 

For the Game Design class, Lemon loaded computers with CDs that contained the 

software program “Super Tux Level Editor” and the actual Super Tux game itself.  

During both classes, teacher interaction mainly occurred through one-on-one 

instruction. The DYC computer lab is located in the middle of the Southeast Austin 

Community Branch Library, amidst the bookshelves, reading areas, and adult public 

access site. As a result, it was difficult for teachers to give all of the participants 

instruction, as would typically occur in a traditional school setting. Instead, Lemon, 
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O’Brian, and I rotated among the students, answering questions as they completed tasks. 

For the Hip Hop Beatmaking class, Lemon handed out step-by-step instructions to the 

students. However, students needed a certain level of literacy to be able to follow the 

lesson plan. Indeed, students preferred to have teachers explain the steps to them, rather 

than follow the lesson plan. As a result, the teachers were spread thin among the students, 

responding to questions as the students needed. This approach to teaching tended to 

create a chaotic environment, where different students worked more quickly through the 

steps of the lesson plan than others. As I will show, some students were frustrated by this 

approach to teaching and walked away from the class when their questions were not 

answered or when they could not successfully complete the steps of the lesson plan. 

Students seemed comfortable sharing resources, especially since many of the 

students were regular patrons of the DYC center and were familiar with the quality of 

resources available. However, many of the students seemed to have difficulty reading and 

following the lesson plan. I was not sure if their difficulty came from their lower reading 

skills or because some of the language of the lesson plan was more difficult to follow. 

Additionally, the students seemed to want instructors to tell them what steps to take in 

completing assignments, rather than reading off of an assignment sheet. As a result, 

teachers worked with groups of students and read the instructions out loud to them for 

them to follow. 

Although teacher interaction during the Hip Hop Beatmaking class was chaotic, 

several students did manage to construct an original hip hop song that they saved and 

exported into an MP3 format to play in Windows Media Maker. At the end of the class, 

students asked how they could bring their song home with them. Unfortunately, the 

computers did not have CD burners, so the only way that students could have a copy of 

their projects was through email. However, many of the students did not have email 
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accounts. As O’Brian mentioned, the concept of email is changing for youth and many 

youth rely on Instant Messaging for communicating with peers. Additionally, many of the 

students did not have access to computers outside of the DYC centers, so there was no 

way for them to access their projects via email once the class was finished.  Many of the 

students were disappointed that they were not able to save their projects. Instead, Lemon 

told them that they could keep the CD with the curriculum that was used during the class 

so that they could make more hip hop songs at home. Even though many of the students 

did not have access to computers outside of the center, they were excited to take the CDs 

home with them. 

For the Game Design class, there was a clear miscommunication between Lemon 

and O’Brian. As students filtered into the DYC center after school, O’Brian explained 

that the class would be about video game design. Some of the students were uninterested 

in the class walked away from the computer lab. However, other students were very 

excited about making their own games. When Lemon arrived, she explained to O’Brian 

that she wanted to offer a class for the students about how to design videogames, but the 

DYC computers were too outdated to handle the program “Super Tux Level Editor.” 

Instead, Lemon adapted the class to focus on playing, rather than designing, videogames. 

For the entire one-hour class, students played the game Super Tux. At the end of the 

class, Lemon gave each of the students a CD with Super Tux on it that they could take 

home with them. 

During the class, Lemon tried to explain to the students that the reason they were 

able to play Super Tux for free was that some people decided that they wanted the public 

to have access to free programs. However, I am not sure that the students were interested 

in Lemon’s explanation about FOSS. Mostly, class participation increased when the 

students learned that they were going to get a CD at the end of the class that contained a 
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video game. At the end of the class, though, there were not enough CDs to go around for 

everyone who signed up for the class. The system of reward, which was to get a CD, did 

not work well because there were not enough resources for every student. Instead, 

O’Brian told the students that she would keep a copy of the CD in her office and they 

could check it out from her if they wanted to play the game in the future. 

Once the students were able to load the game onto their computers, they became 

very interested in mastering the game and performing their expertise for the adults. After 

about forty-five minutes, though, the students were beginning to lose interest in the game. 

O’Brian tried to encourage other students in the library to play the game. Additionally, 

Lemon gave up on her instruction, saying it was difficult to do anything educational this 

time of year, since it was near Christmas. Lemon also expressed her frustration about the 

quality of computers at the center. The computers were also frustrating for the students 

who participated (or chose not to participate) in the classes. 

HOW YOUTH RESPOND TO TECHNOLOGICAL LEARNING 

In this section, I examine how youth respond to technological learning at the DYC 

center. Through participant-observation of the multimedia classes, I found a range of 

responses to technological learning. In particular, I found that there were differences in 

the way that teachers presented classes to students and the expectations of classes by 

students themselves. I locate these differences not only in the generational differences 

between teachers and students, but also in the class and race/ethnicity differences 

between staff and minority youth. Additionally, there were differing levels of 

participation by youth during the course of the classes, ranging from non-participation to 

full participation. 
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Self-Representation and Self-Interest: Race and Ethnicity 

The racial and ethnic make up of the staff and students impacted how the classes 

were received by youth. Both O’Brian and Lemon are white and students in the classes 

were Latino and African American. While Lemon mentioned that hip-hop was a fun topic 

for students, there were clearly differences in how she thought about hip-hop and how the 

students thought about hip-hop. Before the Hip Hop Beatmaking class started, two Latino 

boys asked Lemon if they could make music “in a style we like.” When she asked them 

what this was, they responded “Mexican.” She explained that she did have some Latin 

beats on the CD of samples she brought, but they insisted they wanted Cumbia. Cumbia 

is a type of music popular in Latin America, especially Mexico, that includes a lot of 

instrumental mixing, including accordions, guitars, bass guitars, flutes, drums and other 

percussions. The boys had an MP3 player and played some songs for Lemon to listen to 

see if she recognized the style of music. She told them to write down some titles of songs 

they wanted so that she could bring some next time. Instead, the boys walked away 

uninterested in participating in the class. This example illustrates the challenges that 

Lemon spoke of earlier in working with a range of learners. When I asked Lemon about 

the boys, she framed their disinterest in terms of working with what she calls “helpless-

response oriented learners.” As Lemon commented,  

what has happened hundreds and hundreds of times is that the kids go “oh, I’m 
not going to do that” and they leave. And they come back a little later and they 
see what the other kids have accomplished and they say “well I want to do that. 
Why can’t I do that?” which is why I do things like make extra copies of the 
lesson plan so the librarians can keep teaching it.” 

For her, the boys’ decision not to participate was an issue that would resolve itself when 

they saw that other students were enjoying the class. 

However, this example illustrates some of the challenges in developing 

curriculum for minority youth. Both teachers and students had different expectations of 
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what was considered “hip-hop” and what would be interesting to students. In the case of 

the Latino boys who wanted to make cumbia-style hip hop, there were clearly differences 

in assumptions about what the teachers think the students want and what content students 

actually want access to. This example speaks to the importance of understanding how to 

include students’ interests in designing and implementing technological learning.  

Class differences between teachers and students also impacted youths’ response to 

technological learning. When deciding whether or not to participate in the Game Design 

class, one African American boy commented, “making video games? That sounds boring. 

Are we going to make violent video games? I like violent video games.” O’Brian tried 

not to respond to him, and instead encouraged him to sign up for the class. As their 

conversation continued, the boy pulled out a personal digital assistant (PDA) that he 

found at school that day. He showed the PDA to O’Brian and said, “look Ms. Agatha. I’m 

better than you.” I could not discern whether the PDA was broken, out of batteries, or if 

the boy did not know how to operate the PDA. What was clear was that the PDA was 

turned off, but he wanted to show to O’Brian that he had the gadget in his possession. His 

comment reflects the importance of ownership of digital technologies as a sign of class 

status. Additionally, having the PDA, even if it did not work, was a reflection of a 

particular adolescent identity, one in which he had insider status and the adult was the 

outsider. Ownership of digital technologies and their relationship to adolescent identity 

was also a theme present in my observations of the Girl Scouts and Club Chica.  

Differing Levels of Participation 

In my observations of the classes, I also took note of the differing levels of 

participation in the classes by youth. These differing levels of participation reflected 

youths’ level of interest in the course material. For some students, once they learned 

about the topic of the workshop, they were disinterested and walked away. For others, 
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they participated in the workshop, but lost interest when computers crashed or when they 

had difficulty following the curriculum. For example, during the Game Design workshop, 

one African-American girl was looking at her Myspace account and really did not want to 

participate in playing the Super Tux game. O’Brian explained that she had to participate 

in the class or give up her computer. She decided to participate, but the computer crashed 

when she tried to launch the Super Tux game from the CD. Once she was able to restart 

the computer and relaunch the game, it was clear that she had trouble navigating the 

game, and was not able to progress past the first level of the game. She continued to play 

the game for about fifteen minutes, then got bored and gave up her computer so someone 

else could play.  

There were several students who, despite the technical problems with the 

computers, were engaged and participated in the entire class. During the Hip-Hip 

Beatmaking class, I spent most of my time with Anjeles, a young Latina who is ten years 

old. Initially, another boy shared the computer with Anjeles, but he lost interest in the 

class and left to do something else. Anjeles and I worked together to launch Audacity and 

as soon as we imported the sample song, the computer crashed. Agatha mentioned that 

computers crashing is a common occurrence at the lab, since the computers have not been 

updated since 2000. In looking around the room, I noticed that several other students had 

their computers crash and the students were visibly disappointed.  

Anjeles had a low literacy level. Her spelling was poor. For example, she wanted 

to name her song “crazy song,” but could not figure out how to spell “crazy.”92 As 

mentioned earlier, students’ literacy levels are an important consideration in designing 

curriculum for youth. Instruction during the Hip Hop Beatmaking was largely dependent 

                                                
92 Spelling and typing skills were problem I encountered at many of the classes I observed at the Girl 
Scouts and Club Chica. 
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upon students being able to follow a written lesson plan. In the case of Anjeles, she was 

unable to follow the written lesson plan because of her literacy level. While I am not able 

to assess her exact reading ability, in my observations of her, it was clear that the lesson 

plan was aimed at a reading level higher than hers.  

Additionally, Anjeles was very quiet and barely spoke with me during the entire 

class. I attribute her quietness to being intimidated by the power difference between me 

as an adult and her as a child. Her apprehension may also be reflective of the racial/ethnic 

and class differences between us. I am a white woman who was introduced to the class as 

a student from the University of Texas completing a research project on youth and media. 

However, even though Anjeles was quiet, she appeared to be the most interested person 

in the class. O’Brian mentioned that Anjeles did not even want to sign up for the class, 

but she was the last one to give up her headphones at the end of class. 

ANALYSIS 

In this section, I provide analysis of the practice of technological literacy in the 

DYC case.  

Broad Approach to Literacy 

Similar to the goals of other public access initiatives that emerged in the 1990s as 

a result of digital divide policy, the goal of DYC is to provide low-income youth with 

access to computers and the Internet to allow them to pursue their own interests, such as 

completing homework assignments, updating their MySpace accounts, or playing online 

videogames. DYC does not privilege certain types of technological learning over others, 

but instead encourages youth to engage in both educational and recreational uses of ICTs. 

Indeed, O’Brian sees youths’ participation with ICTs as contributing to both their 

traditional literacy skills, through encouraging them to read, as well as their technological 
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literacy skills, such as learning how to navigate Web sites and upload their own content 

online. Addressing literacy skills holistically is especially important for youth attending 

DYC centers, since many of them are bilingual and self-report that they do not enjoy 

reading. In my observations, I noticed that many of the youths’ literacy levels were low 

and it was difficult for youth to engage in tasks such as basic spelling and following a 

written lesson plan.  

Economic vs Democratic Frameworks 

DYC grant materials emphasize the importance of the space of the library, rather 

than the impact of the program on youth. The main goals of DYC, as stated in grant 

materials, are to increase access and to raise awareness about the available resources for 

youth. Additionally, grant materials highlight the importance of visibility of public 

libraries in communities, especially a growing awareness of the DYC centers. Because 

grant materials highlight the economic benefits of technological literacy for low-income 

youth, much of the grant materials stress the number of students attending the classes as 

well as the number of classes offered. As such, much of the available information in grant 

reports highlight the number of students attending the centers, tracked through log-in 

software, but does not report on specific demographic information, such as race/ethnicity, 

class, or other information about the students, such as whether they have access to ICTs 

at home. There is little information about the description of the multimedia classes or the 

goals of the program, beyond providing access to computers and the Internet. 

Interviews with program staff showed a more nuanced approach to technological 

literacy, one that incorporated democratic goals, such as allowing youth to pursue their 

own interests, providing access to relevant content, and teaching them how to 

communicate about technology. Program staff spoke about the importance of these 
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features of technological literacy for encouraging youths’ participation in the broader 

society and for helping them to obtain their own goals. 

Gender and Technological Literacy 

While grant reports, promotional materials, and interviews with staff emphasize 

the economic, developmental, and social benefits of technological literacy for minority 

youth, there was no mention of how technological literacy may be experienced 

differently among minority youth themselves. For example, when asked about how 

gender differences between Latino boys and girls may affect participation in the 

multimedia classes, both O’Brian and Lemon insisted that gender was not a barrier to full 

participation. In her experience, O’Brian did not see any gender differences in girls’ and 

boys’ attitudes toward ICTs. Instead, O’Brian saw gender differences in terms of content 

that girls and boys are interested in. Girls enjoyed dress-up games, such as Barbie 

Fashion Designer, and MySpace, whereas boys liked to play violent videogames. Similar 

to O’Brian, Lemon did not see gender differences as a barrier to participation in DYC 

activities. She estimated that overall, there were more boys than girls who signed up for 

the multimedia classes, which was confirmed by my observations of the Hip hop 

Beatmaking and Game Design classes. Only four of the twelve participants during the 

Hip hop Beatmaking class were girls and only five of the seventeen participants of the 

Game Design class were girls. Additionally, during both classes students tended to self-

select groups by gender. For example, girls tended to stick together and share together 

throughout the classes. 

DYC does not collect demographic information on the gender of class 

participants. It is interesting to note that neither Lemon nor O’Brian thought that the low 

numbers of girls self-selecting to take the classes was problematic. Both Lemon and 

O’Reily saw the children’s participation as voluntary and extra-curricular and assumed 
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that if less girls signed up for a multimedia class, then it was because they were not 

interested, rather than critically examining how the content of the classes or the way the 

classes were presented may evoke gender bias. Unfortunately, my limited observations 

did not allow me to examine how teacher interaction and the curriculum may be received 

differently by minority girls and boys. 

Different Expectations Between Teachers and Students 

Monthly multimedia classes at the DYC centers are designed to teach students 

particular software skills, while also providing access to relevant content. As Lemon 

mentioned, her goal is to design activities that will be relevant and interesting to youth, 

while also teaching them skills that will help them succeed with ICTs. To this end, 

Lemon puts a lot of thought and research into developing her curriculum. Lemon 

emphasized the importance of both “fun” and “tricking the students into learning.” 

However, it is important to examine the assumptions behind these goals. What may be 

fun for teachers, may not be fun for students. Emphasizing fun over learning may be a 

successful strategy, but it is also important to examine the assumptions behind what is 

meant by “fun.” For example, the concept of “fun” may be more appealing to boys than 

girls, since in both of the workshops I attended, more boys than girls electively signed up 

for classes. Additionally, the classes were no longer fun when the computers crashed and 

students could not participate in their projects. Lemon’s strategy of tricking students into 

learning may encourage more youth to participate in the classes, yet I wondered if this 

strategy was not allowing youth to develop to their full potential or allowing them to 

draw on their own knowledge and interests.  

In my observations of the multimedia classes, I saw that there were some 

differences between what teachers expected students to take away from the classes and 

what students themselves wanted to achieve. For example, in the Hip Hop Beatmaking 
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class, two students chose not to participate in the class because they felt that the material 

did not reflect their interests. In the Game Design class, students were unable to 

participate in the class as it was advertised since the computers were outdated and could 

not handle the intended software. Additionally, some students were bored with the class 

and walked away from participating before the class was over. 

Quality of Equipment 

A consideration of the quality of ICTs in public access sites aimed at low-income 

minority is of particular concern, especially since public libraries are an important venue 

for low-income minority youths’ access to ICTs. There were several technical difficulties 

in running the DYC center. First of all, the computers were outdated and could not run 

the latest software. Basic features, such as CD burners, were not available. These 

technical problems limited the types of classes that the DYC center could offer. These 

problems also caused frustrations for the students participating in the classes and 

impacted their response to technological learning. In both classes I observed, several 

computers crashed multiple times throughout the course of the hour-long classes because 

the processing speed of the computers could not handle the software applications. In the 

Hip Hop Beatmaking class, students composed their own original hip hop song, but had 

no way of showing their work for two reasons. First, the computers did not have the 

functionality to export the MP3 files to a format that the students could play in other 

computers that they may have access to outside of the DYC centers. Additionally, the 

only option to save their work was to email a copy of the song to themselves, yet many 

students did not have email accounts nor did they have Internet access outside of the 

DYC center. While DYC staff have found several strategies for working around these 

technical limitations, students were still disappointed when ICTs did not work as 

expected. These technical issues should be considered in developing and designing 
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programs to address the digital divide. What messages are being sent to low-income 

youth about ICTs when they already have limited access to ICTs? How does the failure to 

upgrade ICTs in public access sites continue to create new divides? Public access sites 

are seen as a measure to bridge the digital divide and level the playing field, yet 

inadequate quality of access also sends messages to youth about the importance of ICTs 

and the role of them in their lives. An important component of technological literacy is 

teaching youth to adapt to technological change, even if that change is in a negative, 

rather than a positive direction, such as trying to run modern software applications on 

outdated computers. However, in the case of the DYC centers, both staff and youth were 

frustrated with the technical limitations of the center and the concept of “adaptability” 

was irrelevant.  

CONCLUSION 

Public access sites located within libraries can strengthen libraries’ presence in 

communities. Libraries are not only an important space for public access but also play a 

crucial role in creating civic spaces. Historically, libraries have played an important role 

in public life, providing a space for citizens to receive civic information (Durrance & 

Fisher, 2003; Kranich, 2001; Molz & Dain, 1991). Some argue that libraries contribute to 

a more engaged civic and community life (Preer, 2001). For youth, libraries can stimulate 

civic engagement, help create informed citizens, and offer an appreciation for tolerance 

for art and other cultural activities. 

In many ways, public access sites have transformed the idea of what libraries can 

be for youth (Durrance & Fisher, 2003). The DYC centers offer youth a much-needed 

space where they can congregate after school while waiting for their parents to come 

home from work. DYC centers provide youth with resources, adult role models, and 
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encourage youth to take ownership of the space. Grant reports offer anecdotal evidence of 

the importance of informal education for helping youth: 

Arberon recently graduated from high school but comes back to the DYC center 
just to say hello and keep in touch. Marcus now attends  Community College and 
returned to the Center to let the DYC librarian know that he is doing well. Harold 
dropped out of school for a year but is now finishing high school and tells the 
DYC Librarian that he loves coming to the library. (Public Library Foundation, 
2003, pp. 4-5) 

In an article by researchers from the University of Washington and the University of 

Michigan who evaluated the DYC program, researchers found that DYC centers have 

become “a safe place for kids afterschool (emphasis in the original), and many stay until 

the library closes” (Durrance & Fisher, 2003, p. 326) Durrance and Fisher used a self-

administered questionnaire to explore the impact of the DYC center on youth. Youth 

reported that their main activities included completing homework assignments and 

playing games with others. Youth reported that they increased their technology skills as a 

result of the program. The article states that through their participation in DYC centers, 

children have increased communication and self-expression skills and have fostered their 

ability to learn. Additionally, the article emphasizes youths’ perception and attitude 

change: youth reported that they have developed increasing trust of library resources and 

adults (Durrance & Fisher, 2003, p. 326).  

The DYC centers play an important role in youths’ lives, creating a community of 

practice focused on youths’ ownership of library resources. After school, youth are 

encouraged to take advantage of the library’s resources, which may include playing 

videogames, participating in dance parties, or completing homework assignments. The 

DYC center allows youth to have a space to explore their interests on their own terms. 

Librarians offer resources, yet it is up to students if they want to participate. Many of the 

same students come to the center everyday after school, staying until the library closes. 
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The DYC center helps to create what Noam and Tillinger (2004) call an “intermediary 

space” where students can engage with adults outside of the confines of school. The DYC 

center has strengthened the role that libraries play in youths’ lives. However, a better 

understanding of how technological literacy is conceptualized and implemented by DYC 

staff and how youth respond to technological learning is needed. 
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Chapter 10: Conclusion 

When I started this project two years ago, the term “digital divide” was no longer 

a public policy priority and seemed to be of interest only to academics and community 

organizers working with disadvantaged populations. From a public policy standpoint, the 

problem of “access,” which had defined the digital divide, was well on its way to being 

solved by market forces. In 2009, there are renewed discussions about the persistent 

digital divide and its threat to democracy, yet the discourse has shifted. “Access” has 

been replaced with “digital opportunity.” Americans may be able to access the Internet, 

yet “digital opportunity” takes a more refined look at the quality of access, including 

mobility, affordability, and speed (Jefferey, 2008). Additionally, an awareness of how the 

quality of access affects citizen participation has reinvigorated policy conversations about 

funding for access projects. This renewed look also examines new dimensions of the 

digital divide. Corporate control has threatened the principle of openness that has shaped 

and defined the architecture of the Internet. Internet service providers (ISPs) argue that 

they should not have to bear the extra cost for the information-dense material that comes 

across their servers. There is more understanding about how the lack of competition of 

ISPs leads to limited broadband services in rural and low-income communities. 

Democratically, there is better understanding of how limited access to the Internet by 

disadvantaged groups constrains their opportunity to contribute their perspectives to 

public conversations, as was an issue in the recent presidential election. 

At the same time, there is more research on youths’ use of digital technologies. 

This research tends to frame youth as “naturally” tech-savvy because they spend most of 

their leisure time with digital media, such as videogames and the Internet (Lenhart et al., 

2005; Prensky, 2006). This research also tends to celebrate the potential of online 
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applications for allowing youth to engage in “participatory cultures” (Jenkins et al., 2007; 

Lenhart, 2007). In general, this research tends to ignore how the digital divide affects 

youths’ ability to participate in digital culture. For example, in one of the largest 

ethnographic studies of youth and digital media, Living and Learning with New Media 

(Ito et al., 2008), the authors chose not to identify the participants of their study in terms 

of their gender, race and ethnicity, or class. Instead, they classified participants in terms 

of their motivations for participating in online activites. The report fails to address how 

cultural and structural issues influence youths’ use of digital technologies. In this 

research, there is a danger in assuming that all youth can participate equally. 

This dissertation contributes to the research about technological literacy through 

three case studies of programs designed to bridge the digital divide for female and low-

income minority youth.  This dissertation examined technological literacy using a 

conceptual framework that emphasizes the communicative dimensions of technological 

literacy. Drawing from developmental democratic theory, I argued for an understanding 

of technological literacy that highlights the importance of communication and cultural 

production to democratic societies. This approach argues that technological literacy is not 

only important for helping citizens to participate in economic and social life, but also for 

enabling citizens with the capabilities to communicate. These capabilities include self-

representation, accessing information that is relevant to one’s life, learning to 

communicate about technology, and the freedom to achieve what one values.  

I began this dissertation project arguing that policy frameworks of the digital 

divide tend to highlight economic and political justifications for why access to computers 

and the Internet are important for citizens. Technological literacy is often studied from a 

policy-making standpoint that examines how to set standards and how to assess whether 

standards are being met. Indeed, different policy rationales emphasize different goals of 
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technological literacy. Dominant policy frames tend to highlight economic and political 

justifications for technological literacy. Economically, policies emphasize the importance 

of technological literacy for job preparedness and global competitiveness. 

Democratically, public policy emphasizes the importance of ICTs for allowing citizens to 

contact their representatives and to engage in dialogue about political issues. Politics is 

narrowly defined by citizens’ participation in traditional citizenship activities, such as 

voting, discussing community issues, and contacting elected officials. I argued that digital 

divide policy should move beyond equality of opportunity, such as providing access to 

computers and the Internet, to a consideration of equality of the capabilities citizens have 

to communicate and achieve their own potential.  

In order to study the communication dimensions of technological literacy, I 

looked at how technological literacy was conceptualized, implemented, and received in 

three informal education programs designed to bridge the digital divide. Drawing on the 

research about marginalized youth and technological literacy, I showed that there are 

significant differences in youths’ capabilities for communication, which are part of the 

broader context of gender, race and ethnicity, and class. Minority youth are less likely to 

have access to computers and the Internet in their homes. Gender differences can also 

impact how youth interact with ICTs. Schools, libraries, and after-school programs have 

become important places for youth to learn about ICTs and to participate in digital 

culture.  

I focused my study on the communication dimensions of technological literacy. 

Drawing from national standards, I identified three standards that emphasize 

communication, including self-expression, critical literacy, and collaboration. I argued 

that these standards should be expanded to also include self-representation, access to 
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relevant content, learning to communicate about technology, and freedom to achieve 

what youth value. 

In my research, I found that, while national standards outline the important skills 

and knowledge that youth should acquire to become technologically literate, there are 

significant differences in youths’ ability to become technologically literate. For example, 

national standards suggest that youth should learn to use ICTs to be able to express 

themselves, yet youths’ access to self-expression is limited by factors such as limited 

access to ICTs, institutional constraints on what is considered appropriate, and lack of 

appropriate content that encourages their creativity. The organizations described in this 

dissertation aim to create enabling conditions, such as increasing youths’ self-confidence, 

to help them utilize ICTs for self-expression. 

Overall, analysis of case studies showed that organizations conceptualized 

technological literacy in terms of its different economic, democratic, and social benefits 

for female and minority youth. However, there were differences between how 

technological literacy was conceptualized at the organizational level and how it was 

implemented in the classroom. While in some instances, classroom activities reflected 

program goals’ of addressing youths’ technological literacy, in other instances it was 

unclear how classroom activities would benefit students. Many of these differences lied 

in conflicting ideas about the central role of ICTs in aiding youths’ development. All 

three organizations showed elements of technological determinism; that is placing ICTs 

as the source for solving social inequality. ICTs were seen as a vehicle for “empowering” 

youth, yet there is a need to question what ICTs can empower youth to do. This suggests 

the need for organizations to take a more reflective approach to their conceptualizations 

of technological literacy, one that considers how economics and politics also define 

technological literacy.  
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In my research, I found that organizations faced barriers to achieving their goals, 

such as restrictive school policies, lack of funding to update equipment, and institutional 

restrictions working with youth. This suggests the need for increased funding to help 

informal educational programs achieve their goals.  

Students’ response to classroom learning showed that there were differences 

between students’ and teachers’ expectations. Many of these differences were a result of 

differences in race, class, gender, and generation. In some instances, youth were 

uninterested in classroom activities because they did not reflect their interests. For 

example, in the case of DYC, teachers assumed that youth would be interested in learning 

how to compose hip hop songs. However, some students had a different idea than the 

teachers of what hip hop included. As a result of these differences, the students chose not 

to participate in the activity. In other instances, there were differences in what teachers 

found important about technological learning and what students found important. For 

example, during the Document Herstory camp, teachers stressed the importance of 

interviewing women from the community. During this activity, however, students were 

more interested in operating the equipment than the content of the projects. These 

differences suggest the need for programs to better understand the particular needs of the 

youth they are serving and to include their perspectives in program planning. 

In this chapter, I first provide a synthesis of my case studies and discuss the 

implications for the study of technological literacy. Next, I address the limitations of this 

research and make recommendations for future studies. 

FRAMING TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY  

In this dissertation, I examined how informal education programs framed 

technological literacy in terms of its economic, democratic, and social benefits for female 

and minority youth. I found that how programs framed technological literacy influenced 
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how technological literacy was practiced in the classroom. Additionally, some 

frameworks of technological literacy favored different communication dimensions of 

technological literacy over others. In the following sections, I offer analysis of what these 

different framings of technological literacy did and did not enable. 

 
Economic Frameworks of Technological Literacy 

Economic frameworks emphasize the benefits of technological literacy for 

preparing students to enter the workforce. Economic frameworks stress an artifact-based 

and knowledge-based definition of technology [would feel more balanced to focus 

wholistically on the positives and then the negatives.  Give it it’s due]. This framework 

limits classroom learning to teaching youth how to become competent with computer 

software. Program staff saw competency with software skills as a necessary step in 

preparing marginalized youth to enter the workforce. Additionally, program goals 

included exposing youth to career fields, such as video game design and journalism, in 

which they are under-represented.  

Economic frameworks provided a limited way to teach technological literacy in 

the classroom. They did not stress communication dimensions of technological literacy, 

such as self-expression and self-representation, because these communication dimensions 

did not align with the larger goals of job training. Additionally, economic frameworks 

place youth’s future economic participation in careers as an end goal and there was little 

opportunity to discuss how youth may handle the present barriers that they faced, such as 

their lack of interest in classroom learning, as well as their experience of poverty and 

discrimination.  

In addition to limiting classroom learning, economic frameworks can obscure the 

uneasy relationship between corporate interests and public interests in both formal and 



 338 

informal educational programs. Educational programs are useful for training future 

workers, while businesses have a vested interest in providing the computer hardware and 

software that are used in these programs. In general, program staff were uncritical about 

the economic frameworks of technological literacy they evoked in their programs. They 

saw the benefits of training workers without questioning who these careers benefit or 

how the workforce is determined by corporate interests. For example, the Michael and 

Susan Dell Foundation provided the majority of the funding for these programs and all 

three programs relied on Dell computers. Dell has a vested interest in making sure that 

there are new generations of loyal customers and workers. Additionally, there was an 

unquestioning use of Microsoft Office programs in both the Girl Scouts and Club Chica. 

Program staff spoke about the importance of using Microsoft because it was the dominant 

software program that they would encounter in the workplace. Yet this use of Microsoft 

office determined classroom activities and in many cases, students were dissatisfied with 

their learning. 

Economic frameworks tend to normalize the capitalist impetus for a prepared 

workforce and global competitiveness and fail to see how citizens can help to shape 

technological decision-making to serve their interests. Because economic frameworks 

tend to serve corporate interests, there is little opportunity to include citizens in decisions 

about policies related to technological literacy. Educational policies, such as the No Child 

Left Behind Act, promote a normative definition of technological literacy, one that is 

useful for serving corporate interests. They place the blame for disparities in 

technological equality upon individuals, including students and teachers, rather than 

recognizing the larger political and economic forces that define and determine 

technological literacy. 
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The danger of economic frameworks is that they may stress economic solutions 

over others. The limits of an economic framework became apparent in the case of the 

Media Mavens, where teachers struggled to include both democratic and economic goals 

of technological literacy in the classroom. Program staff tended to privilege the economic 

benefits in the classroom, especially focusing software skills and career development. As 

a result, they downplayed the importance of democratic frameworks, such as how to 

apply girls’ learning to developing service projects. 

Globally, economic frameworks of technological literacy privilege a discourse of 

competitive supremacy that works toward maintaining the status quo. As Petrina (2000) 

writes,  economic frameworks define standards of technological literacy against those 

countries who are disenfranchised by global capital and thus works to maintain the 

control of powerful countries. He writes that the “United States continues to outpace the 

rest of the world in consumption and pollution, yet technology educators in this country 

continue to define the end of their endeavors in terms of economic development and 

competitive supremacy” (p. 190). Framing the importance of technological literacy in 

terms of maintaining global economic supremacy fails to see the other democratic and 

social benefits of technological literacy for citizens and masks the means by which 

powerful countries sustain their control over less powerful countries. 

 
Democratic Frameworks 

Democratically, benefits of technological literacy are framed for their utility in 

offering citizens increased opportunities to participate in political, social, and cultural 

activities. In my literature review, I identified two different aspects of democratic 

frameworks. A political, or institutional, framework of technological literacy provides 

citizens increased opportunities to use communication technologies to engage in dialogue 
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and debate about political issues. A developmental framework sees the importance of 

technological literacy for increasing individual development. As individuals grow their 

intellectual and moral capacities, they are more prepared to participate in political, social, 

and cultural activities. Democratic frameworks take an active view of citizenship, one in 

which citizenship is about becoming full members of society at all levels. 

A democratic framework of technological literacy favors both a knowledge-based 

and context-based definition of technology. Learning how to use communication 

technologies is important because it can equip citizens with the necessary knowledge to 

access information, participate in political discussions, engage in communities of interest, 

and create cultural forms that contribute diverse perspectives to the public. Skills are 

important yet so is the context in which they are learned, since democratic frameworks 

are invested in how technological literacy can contribute to larger concerns about social 

equality, citizen participation in political, social, and cultural life, and diversity of ideas. 

Democratic frameworks also suggest the need to address the race, gender, and class 

barriers to achieving equality in technological literacy. 

Democratic frameworks favor different communication dimensions of 

technological literacy, in particular self-expression and creativity, research and 

information fluency, and self-representation. Both the Girl Scouts and Club Chica evoked 

democratic frameworks in their conceptualizations of technological literacy. The Girl 

Scouts encouraged girls to apply their technological learning to develop service projects 

to better their local communities. Club Chica saw self-representation as an important 

aspect of technological literacy. Self-representation is important for young Latinas who 

are often represented by mainstream media in stereotypical ways. Encouraging girls to 

self-publish allows for more diversity in the sources of representation. Additionally, 

program staff spoke about the importance of providing young Latinas with an online 
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forum where they could discuss issues that are important to them, such as how to apply 

for college or their views on immigration laws. These communication dimensions of 

technological literacy provide strategies for how individuals can utilize communication 

technologies for their own development as well as contribute to larger democratic goals. 

Democratic frameworks are also concerned with larger issues related to empowerment, 

citizens’ participation in political, social, and cultural life, and capabilities. In the 

following sections I address how democratic frameworks can and cannot enable these 

aspects of technological literacy. 

Empowerment 

All three programs saw technological learning as empowering disenfranchised 

youth. As Rappaport (2005) writes, empowerment “suggests both individual 

determination over one’s own live and democratic participation in the life of one’s 

community” (p. 121). Thus, empowerment is an important component of individual 

development because it helps individuals become autonomous and develop capacities to 

make choices about the lives they want to lead. In turn, individual empowerment can be 

beneficial to community development. 

In my cases, I found that program staff saw technological literacy as leading to 

marginalized youth’s empowerment. However, there was some question as to the limits 

of communication technologies for empowerment. Additionally, it is important to ask 

what communication technologies can empower youth to do?  

Garnham (1990) provides a critique of the discourses surrounding video as a 

democratizing and empowering medium that can be applied to computers and the 

Internet. In the 1980s, community media practitioners celebrated the portability and 

affordability of video for increasing community participation in television. However, 

Garnham cautions that perpetuating the myth of video as necessarily allowing a medium 
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for increased community participation masked social, political, and economic critiques. 

The ideology of the “democratization of video” helped to serve an economic function, 

that is, the selling and consumption of video products. Additionally, Garnham argues that 

increasing citizens’ access to video does not guarantee a more participatory or 

democratically controlled media system and may obscure considerations of how to 

restructure the system (p. 65). Finally, Garnham also cautions that access to technology 

does not equal access to modes of communication. In the case of video, Garnham argues 

that it takes a great deal of skill to use the medium. Community activists who may not 

have the training on how to use video may not further their cause by using the medium. 

Media education researchers such as Buckingham (2003) also argue that learning to 

communicate in a medium must be connected to understanding the limits and constraints 

of the medium. Simply representing one’s interests does not guarantee that actual social 

change will occur or that one will be understood.  

In the end, Garnham argues that it is important to understand the limits of what 

communication technologies can do and look at the role of these devices within broader 

social contexts. In other words, in addition to addressing the usefulness of 

communication technologies, it is also important to understand the limitations of them, 

what they can and cannot do to further different modes of communication, and how these 

different forms of communication may contribute to social change. 

Garnham’s critique of video is useful for looking at the discourses surrounding 

the digital divide. The digital divide is often seen as a problem for democracy, primarily 

because it can hinder disenfranchised citizens from participating in economic, social, and 

cultural life. This ideology perpetuates the idea that consumption of computer hardware 

and software can be the solution to social inequality without questioning whose interests 

are served. As I have argued, access to computers and the Internet alone cannot solve 
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social inequality. Assuming that the medium of the Internet provides a liberatory outlet 

for disenfranchised individuals masks a consideration of the economic, political, and 

social issues related to the current structure of the Internet. Corporate control over 

information, organization of information, and protection of privacy are just some 

concerns that can be masked be these liberatory discourses. 

In the end, it is important to consider the limits of communication technologies 

for empowering youth and to be critical of the discourse of empowerment evoked in these 

programs. As Kearney (2006) writes, recognizing how these programs may change the 

context of technological learning for marginalized youth may be one step in changing the 

contexts of technological learning for marginalized youth. These programs change the 

contexts of technological learning in several ways, such as providing environments that 

are a “third space” for youth, promoting their production of cultural works, and 

increasing access that they would not have otherwise. 

Participation 

Democratic frameworks of technological literacy posit technological learning as 

useful for encouraging citizen participation both in political decisions and in cultural 

production. In this dissertation, I looked at how programs saw technological literacy as 

contributing to youth’s participation both in the classroom and outside of the classroom. 

In the classroom, programs were designed to change youth’s negative attitudes about 

computers and the Internet by engaging them in activities in informal settings that were 

appealing to them. Outside of the classroom, program staff spoke about the importance of 

technological literacy for providing an avenue for marginalized youth to participate in 

economic life, through entering the workforce. In the case of the Girl Scouts, the program 

aimed to encourage girls’ participation as leaders in their communities through 

developing service projects that could better their communities.  
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In my research, I found that there were several ways that technological learning 

encouraged and did not encourage participation in political, cultural, and economic life. 

There were degrees of participation that technological learning allowed and these degrees 

were influenced by how much agency was granted to youth. 

My research suggests the need to look at different degrees of participation that 

technological learning may allow, not only among students in the classroom, but also 

between informal education programs and larger institutions that also shape technological 

learning. Arnstein’s (1969) “citizen ladder of participation” is useful for assessing 

different degrees of participation that occur between individuals and organizations. She 

outlines several different layers of participation by citizens that can enable what she calls 

“citizen power” or the degree to which citizens are able to participate in decision-making 

power within community organizations. She places the different typologies of 

participation among rungs of a ladder. Each rung represents higher degrees of citizen 

power. At the bottom of the ladder are degrees of non-participation, including 

“manipulation” and “therapy,” which she sees as substitutes for real power. 

“Manipulation” refers to activities such as placing citizens on advisory boards for the 

purpose of garnering their support for organizations’ actions. She uses the example of 

neighborhood advisory boards, which include the input of different citizens, yet citizens 

hold no real power in decision-making. “Therapy” is the process by which citizens’ 

concerns become associated with mental illness through activities such as social workers, 

and psychiatrists subjecting citizens to a type of clinical group therapy under the façade 

of involving citizens in program planning. I saw “therapy” operating with the girls who 

attended the Document Herstory camp. The social workers encouraged the girls to see 

their anger at adults and their situations as rooted in their own need to change their 
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behaviors, rather than as a result of larger structural constraints such as poverty and 

discrimination, that deemed the girls powerless.  

Arnstein groups the next levels of participation as “tokenism.” These types of 

participation are intended for citizens to have a voice in program planning, yet those at 

the top still control decisions about programs. She labels these degrees “informing,” 

“consultation,” and “placation.” As Arnstein writes, “informing citizens of their rights, 

responsibilities, and options can be the most important first step toward legitimate citizen 

participation” (p. 219). Yet, she argues that the one-way form of communication from 

those in power does not provide channels for citizens’ feedback or negotiation. 

“Consultation” refers to inviting citizens’ opinions, such as through attitude surveys or 

public hearings, yet without allowing them other forms of participation higher up on the 

ladder, there is no guarantee that citizens’ opinions will be taken into account. This aspect 

of participation was present in the Girl Scouts program. Girls completed surveys after the 

classes. Program staff used their responses to gauge how girls’ responded to the program, 

yet there was little discussion of how to include girls’ voices in program planning, 

especially when they expressed dissatisfaction with their learning. “Placation” refers to 

placing a few citizens on community boards, such as the police commission or the 

housing authority. Since these citizens are not accountable to a particular constituency, 

they can have input without real power.  

The top three rungs of the ladder refer to citizen power, where power is 

redistributed through citizens being involved and having a role in decision-making. 

“Partnership” refers to a formal agreement between citizens and powerholders to share 

planning and decision-making responsibilities through structures such as planning 

committees, joint policy-making boards, and formal mechanisms for resolving impasses. 

“Delegated power” refers to citizens achieving dominant decision-making power over a 
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particular plan or program. As Arnstein writes, “at this level, the ladder has been scaled 

to the point where citizens hold the significant cards to assure accountability of the 

program to them” (p. 223). Examples include separate but parallel groups of citizens and 

powerholders with a provision for citizen veto. At the top of the ladder is “citizen 

control.” Examples include community-controlled schools, minority control, and 

neighborhood control. At this level, participants in programs govern a program or 

institution, take responsibility for managerial policies, and are granted the power to 

negotiate conditions under which policies can be changed by outsiders.  

Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation can be applied to informal education 

programs designed to bridge the digital divide on several different levels. At the program 

level, organizations can have some say with funding sources as to how funding should be 

used to offer technological learning to marginalized youth. Rather than be subjected to 

competitive grants that may change their organizational focus, programs can help shape 

the development of their programs in ways that they find useful. In all three cases, the 

organizations were experts in serving their populations and may be seen as most prepared 

to advocate for female and minority youth programs. Programs could have representation 

on larger boards that help to shape technological literacy policy to ensure that youth’s 

interests are being served. These interests extend beyond simply acquiring computer 

hardware and software. Program staff could speak to the specific race, gender, and class 

barriers to achieving equality in technological literacy.  

One way that informal educational programs could help advocate for youth would 

be to help shape computer and Internet policies in public schools. Youth could also be 

involved in these discussions. These policies can limit how youth can participate in 

digital culture. Since minority youth are less likely than white students to own computers 

at home, schools and libraries become important places where they can become 
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technologically literate. Leaders of informal education programs could help facilitate 

discussions with school policymakers about Internet filtering policies, upgrading 

equipment, and acquisition of equipment. Additionally, they can engage in discussions 

about what types of technological learning may be useful and relevant for students.  

Within the programs themselves, program staff should include youth in program 

planning and implementation.  From my observations, it became clear that there were 

some disparities between what students and teachers expected out of technological 

learning and what aspects of technological literacy youth found important to them. 

Drawing on Arnstein’s ladder, one suggestion may include developing youth-controlled 

computer labs as a strategy for granting youth more control over their technological 

learning. Increased partnerships between students and staff in designing and 

implementing programs could also change the power structures within these programs.  

In my research, I found that there were some limits to technological learning for 

allowing students to have greater participation in the classroom. Differences between 

student and teacher expectations for technological learning led to a lack of participation 

by students in some cases. Designing activities to increase collaboration among youth in 

the classroom and between teachers and students may be a strategy for increasing youth’s 

learning. For example, Buckingham (2007) argues that peer evaluation may be a way to 

involve youth as active learners. Assignments that call for students to design their own 

projects and project-based learning that is not centered on learning software skills but 

instead offers opportunity for wide range of learning are two strategies that place 

students’ interests at the center of learning. This type of learning may also lead to 

increased participation by youth in their communities. This strategy could be especially 

important because in the case of Document Herstory and DYC, informal learning did not 

reflect students’ needs.  
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One strategy for increasing youth involvement in the classroom could be to offer 

more opportunities for collaboration. In general, the three programs offered little 

opportunities for students to collaborate. Standard 2 of the NETs emphasizes the 

importance of communication for helping students to collaborate. The standard states that 

“students use digital media and environments to communicate and work collaboratively, 

including at a distance, to support individual learning and contribute to the learning of 

others.” Additionally, students  “interact, collaborate, and publish with peers, experts or 

others employing a variety of digital environments and media.” This standard emphasizes 

the importance of communicating so that students can participate with others. 

Collaboration is an important aspect of new media. Online applications, such as 

Wikipedia or YouTube, encourage user-generated content and “participatory literacies” 

(Jenkins et al., 2007). This aspect of new media may be especially appealing to youth. As 

Ito et al. (2008) writes,  

new media allow for a degree of freedom and autonomy for youth that is less 
apparent in a classroom setting. Youth respect one another’s authority online, and 
they are often more motivated to learn from peers than from adults. Their efforts 
are also largely self-directed, and the outcome emerges through exploration, in 
contrast to classroom learning that is oriented toward set, predefined goals. (p. 2) 

 
These authors point out an important aspect of technological literacy. Peer learning and 

collaboration may be another way to engage marginalized youth. In the case of Document 

Herstory, girls had ideas about what they wanted to do with digital technologies and were 

more willing to talk about their ideas when adults were not present. In the Animated 

Game Design workshop, peer learning may have helped those girls who were not 

comfortable learning the software program.   
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Technological Learning and Capabilities 

In this dissertation, I argued that technological literacy can enable communication 

capabilities, or the conditions necessary for citizens to speak, be heard, and understood. I 

argued for an orientation of technological literacy that encourages students to learn how 

to represent their own interests, learn how to communicate about technology, access 

content that is relevant to their lives, and have the freedom to achieve what they value. 

Increasing students’ capabilities can help students become autonomous and help them 

make choices about the lives that they want to lead. 

Assessing equality of capabilities is an improved framework than current policies 

that tend toward equality of opportunity. Educational policies, such as No Child Left 

Behind, see increasing infrastructure and accountability as the strategies for ensuring that 

all students have access to the same quality of education. Increasing technical 

infrastructure is designed to ensure that all students have the same equality of 

opportunity, yet these policies have yet to show how access to the same type of education 

will lead to economic, social, and cultural equality. Women and minorities continue to be 

under-represented in STEM and IT fields. Women and minorities do not control the 

means of production to represent themselves and are still represented stereotypically by 

dominant groups. As a result, it is essential to consider other factors that influence 

equality, which I call capabilities. For example, Lazarus and Mora (2000) write about 

how language barriers and lack of interesting content lead to a lack of Latino youth’s 

interest in digital technologies.  

Increasing capabilities requires the removal of those factors that deprive 

individuals of achieving freedom, such as illiteracy, poverty, and discrimination. Drawing 

on the research about marginalized youth and technological literacy, I identified some 

factors that can create barriers to achieving equality in technological literacy, including 
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negative attitudes about ICTs and lack of curricula that reflects students’ interests. 

Additionally, the programs aimed to create informal learning environments where teacher 

and peer interaction allowed for more in-depth learning. Research suggests that informal 

education programs can offer marginalized youth different relationships with teachers, 

one in which teachers act as role models and mentors that help guide students’ 

development. This type of environment can provide hands-on learning that differs from 

in-school learning,  which tends to focus on testing and accountability.  

There was some question as to how these programs addressed the specific race, 

gender, and class barriers to technological literacy. Differences between teachers’ and 

students’ interests brought up the question of how well teachers were able to change the 

negative attitudes of the students participating in the programs. Additionally, one strategy 

for changing attitudes is to create single-sex classrooms to encourage girls to express 

themselves and engage with ICTs in ways that they are not able to do in traditional school 

settings. However, in my research I found that there was little opportunity for peer 

interaction. Self-expression was guided by teachers and there was little opportunity for 

girls to collaborate on projects or have input in their learning.  

Social Frameworks 
Social frameworks of technological literacy emphasize a knowledge-based and 

context-based definition of technological literacy. Technological literacy is beneficial for 

helping citizens make decisions in their everyday lives. Technological literacy can help 

individuals make a variety of informed choices about issues that may affect them. Both 

the Girls Scouts and DYC stressed the importance of technological literacy for helping 

youth navigate their daily lives. A goal of the Girl Scouts program is to encourage girls to 

feel comfortable in their everyday use of ICTs to help them succeed in all aspects of their 
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lives. DYC program staff spoke about the importance of teaching youth how to protect 

their privacy online. 

Social frameworks of technological literacy are especially important for enabling 

individuals to understand the role that citizens have in shaping technological change. 

Social frameworks emphasize the context of technology and places agency with users. 

Social frameworks see the utility of communication as helping citizens communicate 

about technologies to further their means. 

PROGRAM GOALS: ENABLING CONDITIONS 

While all three programs provide technological learning for marginalized youth, 

in my case studies it was clear that each of these programs offer more to students than 

just technological learning. Each of these programs aim to provide conditions for 

enabling youths’ positive development. By creating unique communities of practice, each 

of these organizations aims to provide youth with opportunities that may not be available 

in in-school settings. Each of these cases aims to address the unique challenges that 

female and minority youth face in achieving equality in technological literacy that are not 

addressed in school. Both the Girl Scouts and Club Chica are aware of the emotional, 

cultural, and structural barriers that girls face in achieving technological literacy. The Girl 

Scouts emphasized the importance of increasing girls’ self-confidence. Increasing girls’ 

self-confidence provided an important foundation for allowing girls to pursue their own 

interests, whether those interests included pursuing careers in STEM fields or not. The 

Girl Scouts also saw girls’ self-development as essential for their participation in the 

broader community. Club Chica also emphasized the importance of increasing young 

Latinas’ self-confidence. An important component of the program was to provide a space 

where young Latinas could share common interests and talk about the specific issues 
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affecting their lives, such as citizenship or being bilingual. Club Chica also envisioned its 

program as contributing to cultural change, by providing young Latinas with 

opportunities to publish their work on the program’s webzine. Digital Youth Center 

(DYC) recognizes the importance of providing low-income youth with a community 

space where they can take ownership. The library not only provides access to computers 

and the Internet, but also to activities, such as dance parties, that incorporate youths’ 

interests. Adults act as facilitators who provide resources for students. 

In the following sections, I comment on the overall goals of these three 

organizations. These goals centered on providing enabling conditions for increasing 

youths’ technological literacy.  

Access 

All three programs saw access to computers and the Internet as a primary goal. 

Many of the youth attending these programs have limited access to home computers and 

the Internet and these programs offer increased opportunities to engage with and learn 

about ICTs, both formally, through providing classes, and informally, through allowing 

free time on the Internet. Both the Girl Scouts and Club Chica spoke about the quality of 

access that girls have at home. For example, girls may have home computers, yet their 

families may not be able to afford to monthly Internet subscriptions. Many girls have to 

share access with other family members, limiting the time that they spend online. 

Additionally, many of the girls spoke about having outdated computers or not knowing 

how to solve technical problems they experienced on their home computers. 

These programs also envisioned access as more than access to computers and the 

Internet. These programs also aimed to provide youth with access to cultural forms of 

expression and increased outlets for their communication. Programs offered youth 

opportunities to learn about different forms of expression, such as learning how to design 
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their own hip hop songs or videogames. They offered opportunities for learning how to 

communicate using different media forms, such as through photography or through 

composing poetry. Finally, the programs offered access to new types of spaces. Both the 

Girl Scouts and Club Chica provide all-girl spaces to allow girls to talk about the unique 

experiences that they face in adolescence. DYC provides a youth-only space to encourage 

low-income youths’ community participation. All three organizations also aim to provide 

as space where youth can form relationships with adult role models and mentors. 

Changing Attitudes 

All three programs saw youths’ negative attitudes about ICTs as a barrier to 

achieving equality in technological literacy. Negative attitudes stem from larger structural 

issues, such as lack of relevant content to appeal to youths’ interest or limited access to 

ICTs. These programs stressed the developmental and economic benefits of changing 

youths’ negative attitudes about ICTs. These programs hoped that changing their attitudes 

would serve youth beyond the bounds of the program. Increased confidence, they argued, 

would help youth pursue jobs, express themselves, and participate in their communities. 

 Both the Girl Scouts and Latintas spoke about increasing girls’ self-esteem and 

self-confidence. Both programs aim to provide girls with a space where they are exposed 

to new experiences and can feel comfortable talking about the challenging issues they 

face in adolescence. They hope that their programs can allow girls to imagine themselves 

pursuing male-dominated careers, such as engineering, or challenge their parents’ 

expectations of them.  

DYC also aims to increase low-income students’ confidence in their abilities. 

Program staff spoke about adjusting their teaching to address the needs of “helpless” 

learners, who often feel frustrated when they encounter new concepts. These learners 

may create barriers to their own learning, by stating that something is “stupid” or 
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choosing to disengage from activities. DYC aims to create a fun learning environment in 

which students can feel more comfortable challenging themselves.  

Career Development 

All three programs emphasized the importance of exposing female and minority 

youth to careers in computer-related fields. Program staff spoke about under-

representation as both an individual and social problem. On an individual level, program 

staff spoke about the importance of introducing youth to a range of career options. Youth 

may have a lack of cultural capital because no one in their family graduated high school 

or college. “Cultural capital” refers to the knowledge, experience, and social networks 

that individuals have to help them succeed (Bourdieu, 1994). Their parents may not work 

in jobs that require them to use computers. As a result, program staff spoke about the 

importance of teaching youth the steps they can take to pursue these fields. For the Girl 

Scouts and Club Chica, program staff spoke about the importance of  expose girls to 

careers that they may not have considered because of their gender or family expectations. 

For DYC, program staff stressed the importance of exposing minority youth to careers 

that may extend their interests, such as learning to be music engineers or videogame 

designers. 

On a social level, program staff spoke about the benefits of creating diversity in 

the workforce. Diversity in the workforce may help to create diversity in the types of 

representations available in media texts. Increasing the number of Latina journalists, for 

example, may lead to different types of stories being told. Additionally, diversity in the 

sources of innovation, such as computer programming, may lead to new applications or 

new ways to address social issues. 
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CONCEPTUALIZATIONS OF TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY 

In this section, I provide an overview of how technological literacy was 

conceptualized in my three case studies. I comment on how these conceptualizations 

reflect national standards, as well as how they extend them. I also comment on how these 

standards were framed, in terms of economic, democratic, and social benefits they 

offered to youth.  

Technology Operations and Concepts 

 All three programs stressed the importance of teaching youth how to use 

technological artifacts. Both the Girl Scouts and Club Chica emphasized the importance 

of teaching girls basic concepts about ICTs. Both programs aimed to teach girls how to 

navigate software programs as well as how to operate digital video cameras and digital 

cameras. Beyond skill, program staff at Club Chica and DYC spoke about the importance 

of teaching youth adaptability. For example, program staff at DYC commented that many 

of the software programs they incorporate into their curriculum require students to apply 

their knowledge of computer systems, such as searching for files or saving projects. 

Program staff at Club Chica spoke about the importance of teaching girls about the 

functions of Microsoft Word, such as recognizing the icons on the toolbars, as a strategy 

for adapting to new software applications. 

The approach to technological literacy in these cases follows Standard 6 of the 

NETs, which stresses that students should learn “how to use and understand technology 

systems.” Additionally, Club Chica and DYC address another aspect of Standard 6 in 

their approach to technological literacy. Standard 6 calls for students to “transfer current 

knowledge to learning of new technologies.” Other aspects of this standard are also 

important for technological literacy. Standard 6 mandates that students should learn how 

to “troubleshoot systems and applications.” Incorporating this aspect of technological 
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learning into informal education programs may be a strategy for increasing youths’ 

technological literacy.  

All three programs framed technical skill in terms of its economic benefits for 

youth, especially for increasing their ability to pursue jobs. Additionally, all three 

programs spoke about the developmental benefits of technological skill. Technological 

skill would be helpful for youth to feel confident in themselves and help them to pursue 

their own interests. Only the Girl Scouts stressed the social benefits of technological skill. 

Technological skill would be helpful for girls’ everyday lives, whether they pursue 

STEM careers or become homemakers.  

Self-Expression and Creativity 

All three programs spoke about the importance of technological literacy for 

allowing youth outlets to express themselves. Curriculum was designed to encourage 

youth to engage in creative projects. In the Media Mavens series at the Girl Scouts, girls’ 

were encouraged to use ICTs to engage in a number of writing activities, such as 

composing poetry, developing television show ideas, or designing newsletters. In the Hip 

Hop Beatmaking class at DYC, teachers developed curriculum that taught youth how to 

compose hip-hop songs. Students could choose a range of musical styles to compose their 

songs. Club Chica staff engaged girls in a short video production which allowed girls to 

be creative about make up and costumes. 

This approach to technological literacy follows Standard 1 of the NETs which 

calls for students to “create original works as a means of personal or group expression.” 

Program staff emphasized the developmental importance of youths’ self-expression. 

Developmental psychologists argue that self-expression is a necessary component to 

adolescent development (Piaget, 1966; Stern, 1999; Vygotsky, 1978). Through self-
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expression, youth learn to know themselves better as well and develop an appreciation of 

those around them (E. H. Erikson, 1968). 

Communication and Collaboration 

Both the Girl Scouts and Club Chica emphasized the use of digital technologies 

for helping students to communicate. In the Media Mavens series, curriculum was 

designed to teach girls about different forms of communication, such as writing poetry or 

using digital photography to tell a story. In the Document Herstory camp, curriculum was 

designed to show girls how to use different technologies for documenting women’s 

contributions to society. Club Chica aims to teach girls journalism skills so that they can 

tell their own stories about issues that are important to them.  

The approach to technological learning in these two programs follows Standard 2 

of the NETs which mandates that “students learn how to communicate ideas effectively 

to multiple audiences using a variety of media and formats.” Beyond simply 

communicating ideas, this standard also calls for the use of ICTs for enhancing 

collaboration among students. This aspect of the standard was not addressed by program 

staff in any of my three cases. However, integrating opportunities for collaboration into 

program curriculum may offer more avenues for youths’ communication. 

Both organizations framed the importance of communication in terms of its 

economic and democratic benefits for girls. Club Chica provides digital media training to 

girls so that they may pursue careers in journalism. However, Club Chica staff also 

recognizes the democratic importance of digital media. By teaching girls how to 

communicate their ideas using different media, program staff hope that girls will 

contribute their ideas to the larger culture. The Girl Scouts program also emphasized the 

democratic goals of technological literacy. One of the goals of the program is to apply 

technological learning to develop service projects in the broader community. In the 
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Document Herstory camp, for example, one of the goals was to use different 

communication technologies to bring attention to women’s participation in their 

communities. 

Research and Information Fluency 

All three programs aimed to incorporate a critical approach to information. DYC 

program staff incorporated information on Internet safety into its program. The goal was 

to teach youth and their parents how to protect their online identities. The Girl Scouts’ 

Interest Project (IP) curriculum encourages students to access information from a variety 

of sources as a strategy for learning about their particular interest areas.  

All three programs’ approach to technological literacy follows Standard 3 of the 

NETs, which mandates that “students apply digital tools to gather, evaluate, and use 

information.” A critical approach to information is especially important for youth (boyd, 

2007; Hinduja & Patchin, 2008; Kellner & Share, 2005; Mazzarella, 2005b). Researchers 

site several concerns about how youth manage information online. There are concerns 

that youth are especially vulnerable to victimization, such as being targets for pedophiles 

or subject to online harassment by peers (Ybarra & Mitchell, 2004). Additionally, it is 

important to teach youth about information literacy, such as selecting and evaluating the 

information that they come in contact with. Youth need to understand how to evaluate 

online sources for how truthful they may be. While selecting and evaluating information 

is an important component of Standard 3, none of the three programs incorporated this 

aspect of technological literacy into their programs. 

Critical Media Literacy 

Standard 3 of the NETs does not mention media texts as important to research and 

information fluency. However, understanding media texts is a key element of 
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technological literacy, as outlined by Standard 17 of ITEA. Standard 17 states that 

students should learn that “the design of a message is influenced by such factors as the 

intended audience, medium, purpose, and nature of the message” (International 

Technology Education Association, 2002, p. 170). The Girl Scouts and Club Chica 

extended Standard 17 by focusing specifically on developing girls’ critical media literacy. 

Both programs designed activities that encouraged girls to identify stereotypes in 

mainstream media texts.  

Both Club Chica and the Girl Scouts recognize the developmental importance of 

developing girls’ critical media literacy. The goal of critical media literacy is to 

encourage students to recognize the ideological implications of media representations 

(Kellner, 1995). Critical literacy education emphasizes how identity and power relations 

are part of the process of composing and interpreting texts (Hobbs, 2006, p. 19). Critical 

literacy is especially important for marginalized youth. As Kellner and Share 

(2005)write, “critical literacy gives individuals power over their culture and thus enables 

people to create their own meanings and identities and to shape and transform the 

material and social conditions of their culture and society”(p. 318). 

Critical Thinking and Problem Solving 

Only the Girl Scouts spoke about the importance of engaging youth in projects to 

help them participate in their broader communities. While Club Chica does involve girls 

in community activities, program staff did not highlight this aspect of their program as an 

important component of technological literacy.  

The Girl Scouts approach to technological literacy follows Standard 4 of the 

NETs, which calls for students use critical thinking skills to “plan and conduct research, 

manage projects, solve problems and make informed decisions using appropriate digital 

tools and resources.” Interviews with program staff and analysis of program materials 
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showed the democratic importance of technological literacy. By helping girls to apply 

their technological learning to develop service projects, the Girl Scouts encourages girls 

to see themselves as active citizens in their communities. 

The concept of “service projects” may be useful for other groups working with 

youth. As several scholars write, one of the strengths of informal education programs is 

that they provide opportunities for youth to participate in their communities (Halpern, 

2002; Noam & Tillinger, 2004). Democratic participation can be especially beneficial for 

marginalized youth. By encouraging them to apply their technological learning to 

develop projects that benefit their communities, youth can see themselves as part of their 

communities.  

Self-Representation and Self-Interest 

In this dissertation, I argued that self-representation and self-interest are important 

aspects of technological literacy. Technological literacy can be used to help marginalized 

youth participate in communities of interest and help them engage in identity-formation. I 

argued that this aspect of technological literacy is important on both an individual and 

social level. On an individual level, identity development is a significant part of 

adolescence (E. Erikson, 1968; Stanley Hall, 1922; Steinberg, 1993). Research on youth 

development suggests that adolescence is a life stage which is characterized by 

biological, social, and cognitive developments (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Gilligan, 1982; 

Steinberg, 1993). Adolescence is identified as a period where individuals begin to 

become aware of who they are. Erikson (1968) posits that during adolescence, individuals 

experience an “identity crisis” which causes them to think about who they are, how 

others think of them, and how they interact in the social world. During adolescence, 

individuals recognize that they are agents of change, as they discover their social role and 

develop their moral understanding. They also come to know themselves by exploring 
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other possibilities and thinking about their lives and future lives. Thus, adolescence 

marks an important life stage where individuals need to engage in activities to help them 

develop their own identities.  

On a social level, diversity in the forms of cultural production is necessary for 

sustaining democracies. Providing citizens with the capacities to represent their own 

interests helps them to participate in larger democratic processes. Communities of interest 

can engage in dialogue about issues that are important to them and work toward social 

change through contributing their ideas to the larger culture. 

While self-representation and self-interest are important components of 

technological literacy, only Club Chica conceptualized technological literacy as helping 

girls to represent their own interests. Club Chica staff emphasized the importance of 

providing girls with opportunities to self-publish through their webzine.  

Other informal education programs can learn from Club Chica’s approach to 

technological literacy. Club Chica provides an online space for girls to represent 

themselves. Part of the program includes engaging girls in projects, such as writing music 

reviews or covering community issues, so that they can contribute their content to the 

webzine. This model of providing an online webzine may be useful to other organizations 

working with youth. Social networking sites, such as Myspace, allow youth to contribute 

their perspectives to the broader digital culture. However, as I found in my research, not 

all youth have access to the Internet and computers. Additionally, restrictive school 

policies can limit their access to these sites. Creating more formalized spaces where 

youth can increase youths’ opportunities for self-representation and self-interest. 

Integrating Web 2.0 technologies, which allow for the ease of user-generated content, 

may also be a strategy for increasing youths’ opportunities for communication.  
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Freedom to Achieve What Youth Value 

Developmental democracy looks at the capabilities citizens have for self-

development and the freedoms individuals have to participate in economic, social, and 

cultural life. As Sen (1992) writes, these freedoms include the ability to communicate and 

pursue a life of their choosing.. Drawing on developmental democratic theory, I argued 

that an important communication dimension of technological literacy is the ability to use 

technological literacy to achieve what one values. All three programs provided youth 

with important outlets to help them explore their own interests. This approach to 

technological learning emphasizes students’ role in shaping their own lives. 

In their programs, both Club Chica and DYC encouraged youth to use computers 

and the Internet to explore their own interests. Since these students often do not have 

access to computers and the Internet at home, or have limited access, these programs 

provide them with increased opportunities to explore their own interests. Many youth I 

spoke with commented that being on the computer was the main reason they signed up 

for the programs in the first place.  

The Girl Scouts provided a different model for allowing youth freedom to achieve 

what they value. The Girl Scouts employed a resource-based model, where troops could 

use the resources of the computer lab for their own choosing. Troops could work toward 

completing service projects, complete badges, or learn new skills that they were 

interested. The Girl Scouts’ resource model may be of value to other programs. Informal 

education programs could offer opportunities for youth to utilize their resources to 

participate in projects they find interesting.  

IMPLEMENTATION OF TECHNOLOGICAL LITERACY 

In the previous section, I provided an overview of how technological literacy was 

conceptualized at the organizational level in my three case studies. In this section, I 
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explain how technological literacy was implemented in the classroom. In my discussion, I 

point out some of the differences in how technological literacy was conceptualized at the 

organizational level and how it was implemented in the classroom. These differences 

suggest the need for organizations to better understand how to develop curriculum and 

teaching strategies that reflect their stated goals of technological literacy.  

Institutional Contexts 

The institutional settings of all three programs affected how program staff 

conceptualized and taught technological literacy. Each institution has its own strategy for 

addressing the social problems related to the digital divide, which provided both 

opportunities and constraints in the way that technological literacy was conceptualized. 

Both schools and libraries have been targets of public funding for addressing the digital 

divide. Schools and libraries are eligible to receive E-rate funding, which provides 

subsidies for computer hardware and software. However, in order to receive these 

subsidies, schools and libraries must show that they are complying with the Children’s 

Internet Protection Act (CIPA), which outlines measures of appropriate use. Ideas of 

appropriate use, primarily using Internet filtering software to block obcene and 

pornographic material, can influence how program staff envision technological literacy. 

For example, in the case of Club Chica, students were unable to access Web sites such as 

MySpace and YoutTube, because the school district deemed them inappropriate. Since 

these Web sites are popular among youth, these policies only work to create more 

barriers for marginalized youth’s participation in digital culture. 

In addition to policies that regulate the acceptable use of computers and the 

Internet, the institutional missions of schools and libraries can influence how 

technological literacy is conceptualized. The mission of the public library is to provide 

access to resources and promote text-based literacy, but there is some question about who 
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determines which resources are considered important. Additionally, there are some 

limitations to teaching technological literacy in public libraries. The library contracted a 

teacher to run the multimedia workshops and the teacher determined what aspects of 

technological literacy she found important. In my observations, it appeared that the 

teacher was not prepared to address certain challenges that arose in the classroom, such 

as students’ low reading levels.  

After-school programs such as Club Chica are also subject to the institutional 

context of the public school system. Public schools, similar to public libraries, aim to 

socialize students into the norms of the institution. Both institutions subject students’ to a 

positive view of the institutions and there is little room for dissent or critique about 

school policies or education. 

The Girl Scouts also had a strategy for addressing the digital divide and had ideas 

about acceptable use of computers and the Internet, as well as appropriate behavior by 

students. The Girl Scouts also had an Internet filtering policy that deteremined which 

Web sites were appropriate for girls to visit. Program staff monitored girls’ use of 

computers and commented when their behavior was considered inappropriate, as was 

most apparent in the Document Herstory case. Program staff had ideas about acceptable 

femininity, and when girls challenged these norms, there was tension with staff. 

Acceptable behavior translated into girls’ projects. Program staff had particular goals for 

the goals projects, which tended to see the institution as positive and offered little room 

for critique by the students themselves. 

Overall, the views of technological literacy should be understood in light of the 

institutional settings and how each institution viewed the problem of the digital divide.  
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Emphasis on Software Skills 

While program staff conceptualized technological literacy as including a number 

of communication dimensions, in the classroom, much of the activities were designed to 

teach students software skills. For example, in the Media Mavens series, teachers 

emphasized the use of Microsoft Office programs, primarily Microsoft Word, to 

complete projects. In the Animated Game Design workshop, teachers emphasized 

learning the different elements of Flash software. In the Hip Hop Beatmaking class, 

teachers provided step-by-step instructions for learning the Audacity software program. 

In general, teachers approached technological learning by teaching students 

competency, rather than fluency. Fluency refers to understanding the underlying concepts 

of technology and using critical thinking skills (National Research Council, 1999). 

Fluency includes understanding how to navigate software programs and computer 

hardware. While program staff spoke about the importance of teaching students 

adaptability, this approach to teaching was not present in the classroom. In general, 

teachers assumed that students had a basic knowledge about how to operate computers in 

their approach to teaching. However, students had differing levels of familiarity with 

technical devices that affected their ability to participate in classroom activities. 

Because of the classroom emphasis on learning software, there was little 

opportunity for teachers to address other aspects of technological literacy, such as 

information fluency or self-expression. In general, there was little discussion of the 

content of the projects students completed. Instead, teachers emphasized the importance 

of completing tasks using software. In the case of DYC, for example, there was little 

discussion of students’ audio projects. The goal of classroom learning was to have each 

student compose a hip-hop song, yet there was little discussion of what hip-hop meant to 

the students, how to identify different musical styles, or what they may do with their 
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learning after they left the class. In my observations of the classroom, it was clear that 

hip-hop had different meanings for the students. In some cases, the teachers’ definition of 

hip-hop did not align with the students’, resulting in some students choosing not to 

participate in the class. In the case of the Animated Game Design workshop, the teacher 

emphasized mastering the software program and there was little discussion of the content 

of the girls’ projects. In the Media Mavens series, teachers spoke to girls about 

stereotypes, yet there was little discussion of how girls’ classroom projects challenged 

stereotypes. 

 This approach to technological learning in the classroom suggests the need for 

informal education programs to better understand how to incorporate teaching strategies 

that reflect their conceptualizations of technological literacy. Teaching fluency, rather 

than competency, is especially important since computer hardware and software 

continues to change. Incorporating an approach to teaching that encourages students to 

use critical thinking and problem solving skills, rather than just learning software to 

complete tasks, would be a strategy for increasing youths’ technological literacy. 

Additionally, developing instructional strategies for incorporating other aspects of 

national standards would also be beneficial to informal education programs. For example, 

national standards encourage student-centered and inquiry-based learning approaches. 

These instructional strategies may be more interesting to youth. 

Limited Integration of ICTs in the Classroom 

In general, there was limited integration of ICTs in the classroom. For example, 

while program staff at WFY spoke about the importance of designing curriculum that 

encourages youth to learn computer programming, one whole class was designed for 

playing games, rather than designing games. Club Chica program staff spoke about the 

importance of media and technology for enabling young Latinas’ self-expression, yet 
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observations in the classroom showed that there was little using of digital technologies 

that encouraged girls’ self-expression. During the making of a short film, many of the 

girls played a part acting in front of the camera, rather than learning how to operate the 

camera, how to use microphones, or how to create a narrative structure. Additionally, 

while Club Chica emphasizes its webzine as an important outlet for self-expression and 

self-representation, in the classroom there was very little discussion of the webzine. In 

my observations, classroom activities were not designed around contributing content to 

the webzine.  

 The Girl Scouts also had limited use of ICTs in the classroom. In the Media 

Mavens series, there was little use of computers to complete projects. Many of the 

projects required girls to use pen and paper to compose their projects and computers were 

used for word processing. The Internet was used to find information about certain topics, 

yet there was little discussion about the information the girls found. While program staff 

spoke about teaching girls to have a critical approach to information, in the classroom, 

there was no discussion about whether the information the girls accessed was reliable or 

truthful. 

All three cases suggest the need to look at how to better integrate digital 

technologies into classroom activities. Web 2.0 technologies, such as YouTube and 

MySpace, offer opportunities for students to participate in digital culture and produce 

content. Learning software skills such as word processing is important for youth, yet 

there are other ways to integrate technology into the classroom that may incorporate 

national standards and encourage the communication dimensions of technological 

literacy.  

Understanding how to better integrate technology into the classroom is especially 

important for encouraging youths’ technological literacy. As Buckingham (2007) writes, 
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there is an increasing divide between youths’ in-school and out of school use of ICTs. In 

their leisure time, youth play videogames, participate in social networking sites, and use 

ICTs for keeping in touch with friends. Ito et al. (2008) found that much of youths’ online 

activities allow them to engage in self-directed learning They conduct Google searches 

for information that they are interested in, “lurk” in chat rooms to find answers to 

questions, and add new media skills to their repertoire through their participation in user-

generated sites.  

 Informal education programs can learn from research that shows how youth 

utilize digital technologies in their leisure time as a way to better understand how to 

integrate technology into the classroom. 

YOUTHS’ RESPONSE TO TECHNOLOGICAL LEARNING 

 In this section, I provide an overview of how students’ responded to classroom 

learning. In general, there were some differences between teachers’ approach to 

technological learning and students’ responses. Many of these differences were manifest 

in differences in gender, race, and class differences between program staff and the youth 

participating in the programs. Additionally, there were different expectations for teacher 

and student learning. 

Gender, Race, and Class 

 In my observations and interviews, youth expressed their interest in using digital 

technologies to work on creative projects and having opportunities to represent their own 

interests. However, gender, class, and race differences between teachers and students 

seemed to affect the implementation of classroom learning. 

 Differences between the race of the teachers and students were apparent in the 

DYC and Girl Scouts cases. In the Hip Hop Beatmaking class, the teacher, who was 
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white, made assumptions about what type of hip hop music would be appealing to 

Hispanic students. In the classroom, when two Hispanic boys asked the teacher if she had 

any Cumbia, a Mexican style of hip-hop music, the teacher commented that she was not 

familiar with that type of music. As a result, the boys decided not to participate in the 

class.  

 In the Animated Game Design workshop, girls were encouraged to see themselves 

as game designers, yet program staff did not anticipate that there would be differences 

among the girls in terms of the ways they wanted to represent themselves. The concept of 

“girl” was monolithic and program staff failed to see that girls would have different 

approaches to their projects. For example, one African-American girl had to ask the 

teacher how to change the main character of the game to look more like her with darker 

skin color. Another girl chose to design her character in an “emo” style, a style which 

tends to challenge hegemonic norms of femininity through dress and hairstyle.  

In the Document Herstory camp, differences between the race and class of the 

students and teachers resulted in girls’ disinterest in the main activities of the camp. As a 

result, girls chose not to participate in many of the digital media activities. Additionally, 

in the instances where girls were encouraged to express themselves, they faced 

institutional constraints by the organizations supporting them. Girl Scout staff had 

expectations about “appropriate” femininity, such as the way girls should dress and act. 

When girls did not fulfill these expectations, there was conflict that limited the girls’ 

interest in participating. 

These differences did not seem to be  apparent in the Club Chica case. Club Chica 

staff is composed of Latinas who are engaged with young Latinas’ issues. Club Chica 

creates a unique community of practice that encourages community among its members 

and adult role models. 
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This suggests the need for informal education programs to better understand how 

gender, race, and class impact the populations they are serving. This requires diversity 

not only in the content of the program material, but also diversity in the program staff. 

Making the Content Matter 

In some instances, students were not interested in the way that technological 

learning was presented to them because teachers tended to incorporate their own 

interests, rather than students’. For example, in the Document Herstory camp, girls were 

not interested in interviewing women from the community. Girls did not have a stake in 

the content of these interviews because they did not participate in choosing their subjects. 

Many of the girls also had a hostile relationship with adults, since they felt powerless 

about the decisions that adults made for them. In the Club Chica case, girls were also less 

interested in finishing their video project than spending time with each other. Program 

staff chose a video project because they thought that the girls would be interested. In the 

Media Mavens case, teachers emphasized completing tasks to fulfill badge requirements, 

yet students commented that they wished they had more time to finish their projects. 

Students expressed their interest in having more time on the computers, yet there 

was little use of computers in the classroom. Girls’ responses to the Media Mavens series 

reflected their disappointment with not spending more time on the computers. In the 

Document Herstory case, girls wanted to spend time on the Internet, rather than 

participate in video editing projects. In the Club Chica case, many of the girls saw the 

classroom activities as secondary to having free time on the Internet.  In the DYC case, 

some of the students were scolded for spending time on the Internet, rather than 

participating in the multimedia classes.  

The lack of interest in technological learning suggests the need for informal 

education programs to better understand how to integrate students’ interests. One strategy 
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may be to integrate increased opportunities for student collaboration. Standard 2 of the 

NETs suggests different ways to incorporate collaboration, such as having students use 

digital technologies for collaborative publishing or using digital technologies to “produce 

original work or solve problems.” In the literature, research emphasizes peer learning as 

an important aspect of increasing youths’ confidence with and interest in ICTs (American 

Association of University Women, 1998; Ching et al., 2000; David, 1993; Liz & Bryk, 

1986). Peer learning can draw on the strengths of youths’ different learning styles and 

may help youth to feel more confident in their abilities. In my observations of the 

classroom, there was little use of ICTs for collaboration. However, there were several 

instances where students could have benefited from peer learning. 

In the Document Herstory camp, girls were more interested in activities when 

they were suggested by their peers, rather than their teachers. In the Animated Game 

Design workshop, some girls learned the software program more quickly than others. 

Teachers could have encouraged girls to share their knowledge as a strategy in the 

classroom.  

Another strategy for increasing peer learning may be to incorporate opportunities 

for peer evaluation of projects. Buckingham (2003) found that peer evaluation was a 

powerful strategy for encouraging youths’ learning. As young people analyzed and 

interpreted each other’s projects, they were encouraged to think about how their own 

projects were received by different audiences. This process moved their learning beyond 

just the classroom to also think about audiences and how their work may be received. In 

this may, technological learning can be dialogic. As Buckingham (2003)writes this model 

of education “involves an ongoing dialogue or negotiation between students’ existing 

knowledge and experience of the media and the new knowledge that is made available by 

teachers (p. 153).” This approach to learning would also extend the goals of 
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developmental democracy. Providing youth opportunities to reflect on themselves while 

participating with others could contribute to their self-development. This approach may 

help build youths’ confidence in their abilities as well as understand how their work fits 

into the broader community. 

SIGNIFICANCE AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

My critiques of these three organizations are not intended to undermine the 

importance of these organizations. Indeed, each organization should be commended for 

creating communities of practice where youth can engage in activities to further their 

development.  

My aim in this dissertation was not to evaluate these organizations for how well 

they followed certain standards, but instead it was to better understand how technological 

literacy is practiced. However, this study does show that it is important to broaden what 

is meant by technological literacy to enable youths’ communication. 

Future research could address the limitations of this study. My study was limited 

to three organizations. Future research could apply my analytical framework to other 

organizations working with youth. Comparative work would be a way to better 

understand the strengths of different approaches to technological literacy.  

Future research should also look at the institutional constraints that occur in 

teaching technological literacy, such as restrictive school policies, impact of proprietary 

software, and infrastructure. Currently, there is a second generation of the digital divide 

that is occurring in terms of speed of access and mobile access. Future research could 

look at how programs are adapting. 

There is a need to continue to look at marginalized youths’ participation with 

digital culture, especially what they find important (or not), how they produce content, 

and what barriers they face in participating in what Henry Jenkins et al. (2007) calls 
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“participatory culture” In this dissertation, I showed that the concept of participatory 

culture is problematic for marginalized youth who have little access to it.  

Much of the current research on youth and digital technologies tends to be 

celebratory about youth as “digital natives” (Prensky, 2001). This research sees youth as 

“naturally” tech-savvy and better able to understand new technologies than adults. Issues 

of race, class, and gender are largely absent from these studies. I hope that my research 

will continue to draw attention to the differences among youth that impact their ability to 

participate in digital culture. 

More program evaluation is needed to help programs articulate and achieve their 

goals. There is a need to support these initiatives. Additionally, program evaluation can 

be aided by including youths’ voices in the process. This approach would provide insight 

on what is important for youth to get out of these programs and could help program staff 

tailor curriculum to meet youths’ interest. 

Finally, media educators over-emphasize the power of media for providing youth 

an outlet to express themselves but it is important to ask questions about who finds media 

production important. In the case of Club Chica and Document Herstory, some girls did 

not find media production a viable outlet for their participation. It was quite telling that 

none of the girls I interviewed for Club Chica mentioned that they wanted to pursue 

careers as journalists. With the Document Herstory group, they did not see the point of 

participating in a project interviewing women from the community. This suggests the 

need for media education researchers to take a critical approach to the field of media as 

an important for all citizens. 
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Appendix 3. ITEA Standard 17 

Standard Benchmark Topics Grades 
6-8 

Benchmark Topics Grades 
9-12 

 
17. Information and 

Communication 
Technologies 

• Information and communication 
systems 

• Communication systems encode, 
transmit, and receive 
information 

• Factors influencing the design of 
a message 

• Language of technology 

• Parts of information and 
communication systems 

• Information and communication 
systems 

• The purpose of information and 
communication technology 

• Communication systems and 
sub-systems 

• Many ways of communicating 
• Communicating through 

symbols 
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Appendix 4. NETS 2007 

1. Creativity and Innovation: Students demonstrate creative thinking, construct knowledge, and develop 
innovative products and processes  using technology. Students: 

e. apply existing knowledge to generate new ideas, products, or processes.   
f. create original works as a means of personal or group expression.   
g. use models and simulations to explore complex systems and issues.   
h. identify trends and forecast possibilities. 

 
2.  Communication and Collaboration   Students use digital media and environments to communicate and 

work collaboratively, including at a  distance, to support individual learning and contribute to the 
learning of others.  Students:   

e. interact, collaborate, and publish with peers, experts or others employing a variety of digital  
environments and media.   

f. communicate information and ideas effectively to multiple audiences using a variety of media and  
formats.   

g. develop cultural understanding and global awareness by engaging with learners of other cultures.   
h. contribute to project teams to produce original works or solve problems. 

 
3. Research and Information Fluency.   Students apply digital tools to gather, evaluate, and use 

information.  Students:     
e. plan strategies to guide inquiry.   
f. locate, organize, analyze, evaluate, synthesize, and ethically use information from a variety of sources  

and media.   
g. evaluate and select information sources and digital tools based on the appropriateness to specific tasks.   
h. process data and report results. 

 
4.  Critical Thinking, Problem-Solving & Decision-Making.   Students use critical thinking skills to plan 

and conduct research, manage projects, solve problems and make  informed decisions using appropriate 
digital tools and resources.  Students:  

e. identify and define authentic problems and significant questions for investigation.   
f. plan and manage activities to develop a solution or complete a project.  
g. collect and analyze data to identify solutions and/or make informed decisions.   
h. use multiple processes and diverse perspectives to explore alternative solutions. 

 
5.  Digital Citizenship   Students understand human, cultural, and societal issues related to technology and 

practice legal and ethical  behavior.  Students:   
e. advocate and practice safe, legal, and responsible use of information and technology.   
f. exhibit a positive attitude toward using technology that supports collaboration, learning, and 

productivity.   
g. demonstrate personal responsibility for lifelong learning.  
h. exhibit leadership for digital citizenship. 
 
6. Technology Operations and Concepts Students demonstrate a sound understanding of technology 

concepts, systems and operations.  Students:   
e. understand and use technology systems.   
f. select and use applications effectively and productively.  
g. troubleshoot systems and applications.   
h. transfer current knowledge to learning of new technologies. 
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Appendix 5. Interview Schedule with Program Staff 

 
 
 

1. Tell me about yourself and your role at the Girl Scouts/Club Chica/Digital Youth 
Center. 

 
2. What are the goals of the GTC/Club Chica/Digital Youth Center? 

 
3. How do these goals relate to the mission of the organization? 

 
4. What are the strategies for achieving these goals? 

 
5. How has the mission of  changed over time? 

 
6. Do you have any stories about the students? 

 
7. What direction do you see the program going in the future? 

 
8. What are your hopes for the girls/youth participating in GTC/Club Chica/Digital 

Youth Center programs? 
 

9. What are the most important things for girls/youth to know about technology? 
 
10. Anything else you would like to add?  
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Appendix 6. Girl Scouts Program Materials 

 
Document 

Name 
Date Description 

Dell Foundation 
Connected Communities 
Grant Proposal 

July 2000 Grant narrative 

Dell Foundation 
Connected Communities 
Grant 

July 15, 
2004 

Grant narrative 

Dell Foundation 
Connected Communities 
Grant 

July 15, 
2006 

Grant narrative 

“Giving Girls the GTC” n.d. Promotional PPT 
“Case Statements” n.d. Microsoft Publisher document 

listing statements from GTC 
participants. 

Interest projects for girls 
11-17 

1998 Published by the Girl Scouts of the 
U.S.A., criteria for badges given 
during workshops. 

Possibilities: 
Spring/Summer 2007 

2007 Promotional materials for GTC 
programs 

GTC Web site n.d. Web site describing program 
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Appendix 7. Interview Schedule for Girls 

 
1. How long have you been in Girl Scouts/Club Chica? 

 
2. What do you like most/least about being a Girl Scout/Club Chica? 

 
3. Tell me about the project you made today. 

 
4. What was the hardest/easiest challenge you faced in completing this project? 

 
5. What did you hope to learn from this project? 

 
6. If you had a chance to change anything about the event today, what would it be? 

 
7. Did you understand the assignment the teacher presented to you? 

 
8. Did the teacher help you overcome your challenges? 

 
9. Were you able to work with other girls to help you complete the project? How? 

 
10. Did you help any of your friends in completing the project? How? 

 
11. How do you think this project will help you? 

 
12. What can you do now that you couldn’t do before? 

 
13. Do you like working on computers? Why or why not? 

 
14. What are your favorite gadgets and why? 

 
15. What do you think are some of the most valuable things about technology? 

 
16. What would you still like to learn about technology? 

 
17. What do you want to do in the future with technology? What do you think you 

will have to do to accomplish this? 
 

18. Is technology important to you? Why or why not? 
 
19. Anything else you want to add? 
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Appendix 8. GTC Questionnaire 

 
 

 
Texas Girl Scouts 

2006-2007 GTC Program Evaluation 
 

Title of 
Program/Event:____________________________________________________ 

 
Date:_____________________ 

 
Your Age:_________________ 

 
 Strongly 

Disagree 
Disagree Neither 

Agree or 
Disagree 

Agree Strongly 
Agree 

I learned something new 
today. 

1 2 3 4 5 

The assignments were too 
difficult. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I liked this event. 1 2 3 4 5 
I feel confident in what I 
learned today. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I am proud of my project. 1 2 3 4 5 
I could ask the teacher 
questions when I didn’t 
understand something. 

1 2 3 4 5 

The teacher explained the 
assignment clearly. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I learned more because of 
this teacher. 

1 2 3 4 5 

The teacher challenged me 
to accomplish the 
assignment. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I learned more from other 
Girl Scouts today. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I prefer working on projects 
by myself. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I like teaching other girls 
about things I know. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Girls can teach each other a 
lot. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I feel comfortable with 1 2 3 4 5 
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computers. 
I like to spend time on my 
computer. 

1 2 3 4 5 

It is important to me to learn 
about technology. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Technology is an important 
part of my life. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I feel comfortable expressing 
my ideas and opinions. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I usually feel good about 
myself. 

1 2 3 4 5 

I usually feel just as smart as 
others. 

1 2 3 4 5 

Creativity is important to 
me. 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

Any other comments? 
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________________
______________________________ 
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Appendix 9. Consent Form 

CONSENT FORM 
“Where Girls Grow Strong”: Gender, Technology, and Multimedia Production 

 
Title: “Where Girls Grow Strong”: Gender, Technology, and Multimedia Production 

IRB PROTOCOL # 2006-07-0070 

Conducted By: Carolyn Cunningham, Ph.D. Student 
Of The University of Texas at Austin:   Department / Office;  Radio-Television-Film   

Telephone: 512-450-0125. 
Faculty Sponsor: Professor Laura Stein, Department of Radio-Television-Film, University of 
Texas at Austin 
 Telephone: 512-471-8624 

  
A. Parental Consent Form for the Participation of Children: Selected Elements  

 
You are being asked to allow your child to participate in a research study.  This form provides 
you with information about the study.  The person in charge of this research will also describe 
this study to you and answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask any 
questions you might have before deciding whether or not to take part. Your participation is 
entirely voluntary.  You can refuse to participate without penalty or loss of benefits to which you 
are otherwise entitled.  You can stop your participation at any time and your refusal will not 
impact current for future relationships with UT Austin or participating sites.  To do so simply tell 
the researcher you wish to stop participation.  The researcher will provide you with a copy of this 
consent for your records. 
 
The purpose of this study is to examine how girls respond to a program designed to increase 
their interests in technology and to better understand the barriers girls face in achieving 
equality in technological literacy. 
 
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask your child to do the following things: 

• Be observed during the Girl Scouts or Digital Youth Center workshop. The researcher 
will ask questions of your daughter before, during, and after the workshop and take 
handwritten notes during the workshop. 

• Answer a questionnaire immediately following the workshop. 
• Have her finished project included in the study. 
• Participate in a tape-recorded interview either immediately following the workshop or at 

a convenient time soon after the workshop (the researcher will contact you directly to 
arrange the time of the interview and make sure you are present during the interview). 

• Participate in a follow-up interview at a later date (3-6 months). 
 

Total estimated time to participate in the study is 30 minutes for the first interview, 30 minutes 
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for the second interview. Questionnaires will take 10 minutes to complete. 
 
Risks of being in the study 

• The risk associated with this study is no greater than everyday life. Potential 
risks may include loss of confidentiality. However, several steps have been 
taken to protect against loss of confidentiality (see section on confidentiality). 
Your child may withdraw consent at any time during the study.  

• This study may involve risks that are currently unforeseeable. If you wish to discuss the 
information above or any other risks your child may experience, you may ask questions 
now or call the Principal Investigator listed on the front page of this form. 

 
Benefits of being in the study 

• There are no direct benefits for participation in this study. Your daughter’s responses to 
the interview questions will help the researcher better understand the role of 
technological learning in girls’ lives and help to communicate these issues to a wider 
audience of academics, educators, and policymakers.  

 
Compensation: 

• There is no compensation for participating. 
 

Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: 
• The data resulting from your participation may be made available to other researchers in the 

future for research purposes not detailed within this consent form. In these cases, the data 
will contain no identifying information that could associate you with it, or with your 
participation in any study.  

• The records of this study will be stored securely and kept confidential. Authorized 
persons from The University of Texas at Austin, members of the Institutional Review 
Board, and (study sponsors, if any) have the legal right to review your child’s research 
records and will protect the confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law.  
All publications will exclude any information that will make it possible to identify your 
daughter as a subject. Throughout the study, the researchers will notify you of new 
information that may become available and that might affect your decision to remain in the 
study. 

 
The following are the procedures for storing audiotapes of interviews: 

(a) interviews or sessions will be audiotaped;  
(b) tapes will be coded so that no personally identifying information is visible on 

them;  
(c) tapes will be kept in a locked filing cabinet in the researcher’s office.  
(d) tapes will be heard  only for research purposes by the researcher 
(e) to make possible future analysis, the investigator will retain the recordings but 

will continue to protect the confidentiality of participants through coding.  
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If the researcher should observe or otherwise learn of child or elder abuse, confidentiality 

will be broken:  state law requires the reporting of abuse to relevant agencies (Child 

Protective Services or the Texas Department of Family and Protective Services). 

 
Contacts and Questions: 
If you have any questions about the study please ask now.  If you have questions later, want 
additional information, or wish to withdraw your child’s participation call the researchers 
conducting the study.  Their names, phone numbers, and e-mail addresses are at the top of this 
page.  If you have questions about your child’s rights as a research participant, complaints, 
concerns, or questions about the research please contact Jody Jensen, Ph.D., Chair, The 
University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human 
Subjects at (512) 232-2685 or the Office of Research Support and Compliance at (512) 471-
8871.or email: orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu. 
 
You may keep the copy of this consent form.  
 
 
 
You are making a decision about allowing your (son/daughter/child/infant/adolescent youth) to 
participate in this study. Your signature below indicates that you have read the 
information provided above and have decided to allow him or her to participate in the 
study. If you later decide that you wish to withdraw your permission for your 
(son/daughter/child/infant/adolescent youth) to participate in the study, simply tell me. You may 
discontinue his or her participation at any time. 
 
______________________________ 
Printed Name of (son/daughter/child/infant/adolescent youth) 
 
 
_________________________________    _________________ 
Signature of Parent(s) or Legal Guardian Date 
 
 
_________________________________    _________________ 
Signature of Investigator      Date 
 
 
 
 
We may wish to present some of the tapes from this study at scientific conventions or as 
demonstrations in classrooms. Please sign below if you are willing to allow us to do so with your 
tape.. 
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I hereby give permission for the audio tape made for this research study to also be used for 
educational purposes.  
 
 
Signature        Date 
 
 
 
B. Assent form for child between 13 and 17 years of age  

[NOTE: the child is deemed capable of reading and understanding the formal 
informed consent given to the parents.  That consent should be at the 8th grade 
reading level.  In addition to the consent, you are required to add the following text to 
the bottom of the parent’s consent form. If the child is between 13 and 17, a child 
signature line should be added to the consent form.] 
 
“I have read the description of the study titled (give title) that is printed above, and I 
understand what the procedures are and what will happen to me in the study. I have 
received permission from my parent(s) to participate in the study, and I agree to 
participate in it. I know that I can quit the study at any time.” 
 
 

 
________________________________   ____________________ 

      Signature of Child                                                            Date
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C. Assent form for child between the ages of 7 and 12.   
 
ASSENT FORM 

“Where Girls Grow Strong”: Gender, Technology, and Multimedia Production 
 

I agree to be in a study about girls and technology. This study was explained to my 
(mother/father/parents/guardian) and (she/he/they) said that I could be in it. The only 
people who will know about what I say and do in the study will be the people in charge 
of the study.  
 

 In the study I will be asked questions about how I solve problems and what I 
have learned in the Girl Scouts or Digital Youth Center workshop. I will also 
be asked questions about what I like or dislike about technology.  

 
Writing my name on this page means that the page was read (by me/to me) and that I 
agree to be in the study. I know what will happen to me. If I decide to quit the study, all I 
have to do is tell the person in charge.  
 
__________________________________________ __________________ 

          Child's Signature Date 
 

__________________________________________ __________________ 
     Signature of Researcher Date 
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