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Abstract 

 

Teens, Technology, and Contemporary Art:  

A Case Study of the Use of Technology in the  

National Convening for Teens in the Arts 

 

Megan Rose Reicher, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Melinda M. Mayer 

 

In 2009, the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston (ICA) brought together teens 

and educators from exemplary museum teen programs for an unprecedented event, the 

National Convening for Teens in the Arts (NCTA). Prior to the Convening the ICA Teen 

Arts Council engaged participants in four weeks of discussions hosted on an online 

conversation platform. Since the 2009 event, the museum has continued to engage 

participants in online conversations prior to the Convening. This study examines the role 

of technology in the teens’ experience at the 2011 National Convening for Teens in the 

Arts through a synthesis of interviews conducted with key educators associated with the 

Convening and ICA, observations, and document analysis. This research additionally 

examines how technology impacted the Convening as a whole. The following shows how 

the online conversations sparked conference dialogues and enabled the teen-driven and 

teen-focus environment present throughout the Convening. Also, the online conversations 
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helped to develop a community amongst conference participants, educators and teens 

alike. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

INTRODUCTION: A HISTORY OF THE NATIONAL CONVENING FOR TEENS IN THE ARTS 

In August 2009, the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston (ICA) hosted an 

unparalleled event. This gathering brought together select teens and museum educators 

from all over the country for a three-day conference to explore contemporary art and 

teenagers’ involvement in museums. Funded by a grant from the Wallace Foundation, the 

ICA invited teenagers from five best practice teen programs to participate in Generation 

O: A National Convening for Teens in the Arts.  Generation O evolved partially from the 

ICA education staff noticing the positive reaction and activism of young people during 

the 2008 elections. Teens too young to vote observed how creativity, accompanied with 

ambition and activism, could promote change. The Convening also developed from a 

need to engage new audiences in the arts. In recent years, museum, dance, and other fine 

arts organizations have seen a decrease in audience numbers. Additionally, with drastic 

budget cuts to education, numerous public schools have eliminated their fine arts 

programs (Medvedow, 2009). In reaction to these challenges and events, the ICA created 

the National Convening for Teens in the Arts (NCTA), a conference for teen leaders and 

educators from exemplary teen museum programs to exchange ideas.  

The Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, 

Marwen in Chicago, North Miami Museum of Contemporary Art, and the Museum of 

Modern Art Teen Council in New York each selected two teen ambassadors from their 

respective programs to participate in the Convening. Accompanied by one museum 

educator, these young people prepared to travel to Boston and delve into deep 

conversations and dialogues about art, museums, and contemporary culture. However, 

prior to the conference members of the ICA Teens Arts Council facilitated four weeks of 
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online conversations through Ning, a blog-based private social media platform. Teens 

and educators from the participating institutions met online once a week to participate in 

conversations and determine which topics to explore further at the face-to-face 

Convening in August. Seven topics emerged during the online discussions. These topics 

included exploring teens’ roles in museums, challenges of gender-specific programming, 

controversy and art, Web 2.0 and teens, differences between museum teen programs and 

community programs, and the roles of museum teen programs in teens’ lives.  

After the four weeks of online discussions, participants traveled to Boston for a 

three-day, in-person conference. On the first day of the Convening, teens and educators 

from each participating organization gave a thirty-minute presentation on the mission and 

workings of their respective programs. Following these introductions, the groups 

explored the ICA and its exhibitions.  

On the second day of the Convening, teens and museum educators delved into 

discussions on the topics selected during the online forums. One of the primary missions 

of the Convening was to “gather, exchange ideas, and share ambitions, frustrations, and 

opportunities [and] explore how to best involve urban adolescents in contemporary art” 

(Medvedow, 2009, p. 1).  Dialogue developed amongst teens and educators as they 

explored the proposed questions. The ICA compiled the dialogues from the sessions and 

developed singular answers to the topics. These answers and reflections were published 

in an education report that was made available to the public. After the success of the first 

conference, the ICA followed with a second Convening in August 2010, inviting more 

institutions, exploring new ideas, and continuing the dialogues created at the last Teen 

Convening (Medvedow, 2009). 

The second annual National Convening for Teens in the Arts, entitled Art & 

Identity, expanded the number of participants to include newly established museum teen 
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programs. The 2010 Convening brought together the Bronx Museum of the Art, 

Contemporary Arts Center in New Orleans, the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, 

Marwen in Chicago, Seattle Art Museum, The Walker Art Center, and The Whitney 

Museum of American Art. Other changes included the addition of a professional 

development component for educators from the participating museums, an invitation to 

all participants to contribute to the report, and a six-month evaluation component 

following the conference. During the four weeks leading up to the Convening, the teen 

ambassadors and their museum educators participated in online conversations. The first 

day of the conference followed a similar format to the previous event. On the second day 

of the conference, teens engaged in an artist-led workshop, and then discussed four topics 

in a closed-door session. These topics included museums as safe spaces, leadership 

opportunities in museums, civic engagement and social justice, and education in the 21st 

century. On the third and last day of the Convening, the museum educators gathered for 

the professional development session while the teens explored the city. In this session the 

educators discussed the “next steps the museum administrators, educators, and Teen 

program managers should take to go forward with the lessons learned from the teen 

Convening” (Medvedow, 2010, p. 21). The professional development session provided a 

space for museum teen educators to discuss challenges, successes, and the ideas 

expressed in the closed-door session the previous afternoon.  

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

In 2011, the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston hosted the third annual 

National Convening for Teens in the Arts. For this Convening, the ICA, including itself, 

invited nine arts organizations–The Walker Art Center in Minneapolis; Arthouse @ the 

Jones Center in Austin; The Whitney Museum of American Art in New York; The Andy 



 4 

Warhol Museum in Pittsburgh; The Ohio State University’s Wexner Center for the Arts; 

the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles (MOCA); the San Diego Museum of 

Contemporary Art; and Marwen in Chicago. The conference followed a similar format to 

past years. Once again, the participants engaged in five weeks of online conversations. 

For two hours on Wednesday evenings the teens and educators met online to have deep 

discussions about contemporary art, teens, and museums.  

From its inception, the National Convening for Teens in the Arts has used 

technology to connect students and educators from throughout the country in insightful 

conversations and discussions about teens and contemporary art, education for teens, and 

the role of museums in teens’ lives. While multiple studies (Coomey & Stephenson, 

2001; Dillenbourg, Schneider, & Synteta, 2002; Prensky, 2001a; Prensky, 2001b; 

Prensky, 2004; Watson, 2008) have explored the connection of teenagers to technology 

and the use of technology in educational settings, little research exists on how these 

technologies can be utilized in an arts education setting. There are also only limited 

writings on museum teen programs as well as about teens and contemporary art 

(Atkinson, 1999; Bacon, Korza, & Williams, 2002; Cahan & Kocur, 2011; Dewhurst, 

2010; Emery, 2002; Wilson, 2003) as a number of these programs are still new and 

growing.  

The Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston is using technology in new and 

interesting ways in their educational programming. Technology in the programs is not 

only used as a tool for production, but also as a tool to connect audiences and groups. The 

ICA’s National Convening for Teens in the Arts is no exception. The conference is using 

technology to enrich the participants’ experience and connect individuals from all over 

the country in a very real and accessible way. As previously stated, the National 

Convening for Teens in the Arts is truly an unprecedented event in arts education.  
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I conceived this study from my own interest in technology, teens, and 

contemporary art, three of the main focuses of the Convening. Especially in current times 

with the decrease in educational funding resulting in a decrease of art education in public 

schools, it is important to explore the possibilities, impact, and means of connecting teens 

to one another and the arts in very real and accessible ways.  

CENTRAL RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

This study concentrates on the use of technology in the National Convening for 

Teens in the Arts at the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston. Specifically, this research 

sought to answer three questions:    

 What role does social media and technology play in the teens’ experience at the 

National Convening for Teens in the Arts at the Institute of Contemporary Art/ 

Boston?  

 How do these communications impact the Convening?  

 How might these modes of communication be expanded and enriched for a 

larger audience?  

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

This study sought to explore the role of technology in the teens’ experience at the 

National Convening for Teens in the Arts and the impact of online communications on 

the Convening in to order to help solve the problem of national accessibility to art and art 

dialogues amongst younger generations (Medvedow, 2009). Over the past decade teen 

programs have slowly emerged in art museums, particularly contemporary art 

institutions. These programs have encouraged teens to take leadership positions in the art 

museum program and to engage and explore contemporary art and issues. The programs 

also have created a safe space to discuss difficult topics pertinent to teens. The programs 
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have emphasized creative problem solving, empowerment of a new generation of socially 

conscience leaders, teen voice in museums, and the provision of a secure place for teens 

to gather outside school (Dewhurst, 2010).  

Currently, the government is cutting state and national arts funding (Schultz, 

2011). As a result it is essential to find inexpensive, accessible, and resourceful ways to 

keep individuals connected to the arts. Online communications can accomplish this feat. 

According to the Current Population Survey (CPS) Internet Use 2009 (2009), conducted 

by the National Telecommunications and Information Administration, in 2009 almost 

70% of all United States households had Internet access within the home. A study 

conducted by the National Center of Education Statistics indicated between 99-100% of 

all public schools, including schools with 75% or more students eligible for free or 

reduced-price lunch, have some form of Internet access (Gray, Thomas, & Lewis, 2010).  

Finally, according to a study by the Information Institute at the Florida State University 

(2007), almost 100% of all libraries provide public Internet access. According to these 

statistics it is possible for more than 99% of individuals in the United States to access the 

Internet. My research explores effective means of using the Internet to connect the 

populous to the arts and arts-based discussions. 

The National Convening for Teens in the Arts represents an attempt to fulfill this 

need by bringing educators and teens from museum and after school programs together to 

explore contemporary art and museum practices at a three-day conference at the ICA. 

The main objective of the Convening is “to inaugurate a nationwide exchange of ideas 

among teens, arts providers, and artists” (Medvedow, 2009). Prior to the conference, 

teens connect digitally by participating in teen facilitated discussions. It is important to 

understand how the Convening is using online communications, and what their impact is 

on participants as a way to find effective ways to connect teens, adolescents, and younger 
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learners to the arts through accessible means. The arts facilitate an environment to 

enhance creativity, encourage individual and group problem solving, explore difficult 

dialogues, and promote critical thinking (Bryant, 2010; Cahan & Kocur, 2011; Emery, 

2002; Wilson, 2003). With current art education budget cuts, the field must find new 

means to remain relevant, keep connected, and empower a new generation of problem 

solvers. 

MOTIVATIONS FOR THE STUDY 

My motivations for exploring this topic derive from a passion I have for 

connecting teens with contemporary art and finding ways to bridge individuals to art and 

art dialogues through globally accessible means. Contemporary art explores questions of 

identity, gender, sexuality, globalization, and place in society. It breaks boundaries and 

societal stereotypes through awareness, discussion, and questioning roles in society 

(Wilson, 2003). Teenagers deal with similar issues on a daily basis. I feel it is important 

to discuss, not avoid, these critical and difficult topics and contemporary art provides a 

platform to honestly and openly engage in discussions about these issues in a safe 

environment. Contemporary art additionally facilitates discussions of recent histories, 

reflects and critiques the past, and prompts questions about the future. Primarily, 

contemporary art is that art of today. It is what is happening now, reflecting on recent and 

current views of the world as well as past and current movements and events. As 

contemporary art is happening now, it naturally facilitates relevant dialogues. 

I feel it is important to our field to facilitate collaborative discussions between 

teens and museums on a national and global level; however, not everyone has physical 

access to art museums and art education programs.  For the next decade or more, I will be 

living a military lifestyle with an unknown moving schedule and yet to be determined 
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access to art museums and contemporary art. However, I am passionate about finding 

means to connect all individuals to the arts through conversation, exploration, and 

discussion regardless of museum or art center access. Art facilitates creative problem 

solving and critical thinking, and I feel strongly about facilitating this experience for a 

larger audience.  

The National Convening for Teens in the Arts utilizes social media and 

technology to connect participants prior to the conference, engaging teens in preliminary 

conversations to be explored further at the physical meeting. I feel this model is 

applicable to communities and environments lacking in art and art education by using 

technology and online dialogues to link individuals with art museums, artists, and other 

arts organizations.  

SPECULATION ABOUT THIS INVESTIGATION 

My intentions for this study were to explore social media and technology’s role in 

the National Convening for Teens in the Arts and the impact of these technologies on the 

teenagers and conference as a whole. Coming into the study I anticipated speaking with 

teenagers about their personal experiences with the online forums and at the Convening. 

As will be discussed in Chapter 3, I found myself only able to interview educators and 

professionals associated with the event. However, these personnel provided insightful 

information regarding the online forums’ construction, teen participant reactions, and the 

uses of technology with the Convening as well as by participating institutions outside the 

online forum. I believed social media and online communications could facilitate 

meaningful and powerful discussions in conjunction with the conference, and that social 

media and technology hold the potential of effectively connecting teens in physically, 

emotionally, and socially diverse areas. After visiting some of the participating 
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organizations’ websites, I assumed technology played some role in the teen arts 

programs, but I did not know to what extent. I additionally presumed that these online 

communications could be expanded to reach both a numerically larger and a broader 

more diverse audience.  

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This qualitative research study focused on the role of technology in the teens’ 

experiences at the National Convening for Teens in the Arts and the impact of technology 

on the Convening in whole. As this study focused on a singular event, the National 

Convening for Teens in the Arts, I chose to construct the research as a case study. Case 

studies enable researchers to “view the case from the inside out: to see it from the 

perspective of those involved” (Gillham, 2000, p. 11). This concentrated study lends 

itself to deeper understanding of individuals, events, and groups (Gering, 2007).  

For this case study, as is typical with qualitative research, I utilized a number of 

data collection methods to explore the role of technology in the teens’ experiences at the 

Convening and the impact of technology on the conference. In total, I used four methods: 

observations, field notes, interviews, and examination of documents. The first tool of data 

collection, observations, involves watching what people do, listening to what they say, 

and asking clarifying questions to gain key information on human experiences (Gillham, 

2000). I chose to record my observations in a journal as field notes, which I kept with me 

during the entirety of the Convening. In the journal I recorded things I saw, heard, 

experienced, and felt. These field notes became my second method of data collection. A 

majority of these observations occurred during the first day and second morning of the 

conference. When conducting observations researchers can choose to engage with 

participants, participate and observe, or strictly observe (Stake, 2010). During this study, 
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I undertook the role of observer, as I had little, if any, contact with participants or impact 

on the participants’ experiences at the Convening.  

The third form of data collection I used was gathering and examining documents 

(Gillham, 2000). These documents included participating museums’ websites, transcripts 

from the fifth online forum, and past Convening documents. I approached the documents 

similarly as I approached my observations and interviews (Stake, 2010). In my notes, I 

recorded direct quotes from the documents and my thoughts and feelings while analyzing 

the writings.  

Finally, I used semi-structured interviews as my fourth form of data collection. 

Semi-structured interviews utilize open-ended questions and probing conversation. Prior 

to conducting the interview, the interviewer constructs a list of questions and topics. 

Semi-structured interviews allow the interviewer to tailor the interview as questions 

proceed, in turn facilitating a flowing dialogue (Gillham, 2007). I chose to interview four 

key educators associated with the ICA and the Convening–Gabrielle Wyrick, Associate 

Director of Education at the ICA and main contact for the Convening; Erin Gentry, Teen 

Program Manager at Arthouse @ the Jones Center and education representative for 

Arthouse at the Convening; Monica Garza, Director of Education at the ICA; and Joe 

Douillette, Teen New Media Program Manager. These interviews provided pivotal 

information about the ICA’s use of technology, the role and construction of the online 

forums in the Convening, and impact of the forums on the teens’ experience. The 

methodology of this study is further explored and elaborated in Chapter 3.  

DEFINITION OF TERMS 

Digital Immigrants: individuals who are not born in the digital world, but have adopted 

aspects of new technologies, immigrants to the digital language (Prensky, 2001a). 
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Digital Natives: individuals born in the “digital age” with life-long digital participation. 

Digital natives process information differently from past generations, have different 

thinking patterns, and represent the “new” students of today (Prensky, 2001a). In this 

study, teen participants represent digital natives. 

Museum teen program: a program established at a museum, or an arts organization, that 

is specifically for teenagers. 

Online communications: modes of communicating through the Internet. Online 

communications in this study include social media networks and online discussion 

boards. In this study, online communications refer to the Cover It Live online forums and 

Ning.  

Social Media: viewer participatory online communications. This study defines social 

media as:  

Web‐based services that allow individuals to (a) construct a public or semi‐public 
profile within a bounded system, (b) articulate a list of other users with whom 
they share a connection, and (c) view and traverse their list of connections and tho
se made by others within the system. (Boyd & Ellison, 2007, p. 1) 

Teens: individuals between the ages of 14-19 who are currently enrolled in high school 

(www.icateens.org).  

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY 

This study concentrated on the National Convening for Teens in the Arts at the 

Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, a singular event occurring over a fixed period of 

time. The Convening itself consisted of five weeks of online dialogues followed by three 

days of an on-site conference at the ICA. This study occurred over the course of 

approximately three days, with interviews taking place three months and five months 

after the Convening.  
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This study was also limited because of privacy concerns and actions taken to 

ensure the teen participants’ privacy. One of the main objectives of the Convening was to 

maintain a safe environment for teens to explore and express ideas. Therefore, the ICA 

staff restricted public access to the first four online forums and the second and third days 

of the conference. The first day, which consisted of the participant presentations that are 

described later in this study, was open to the public and therefore a majority of my 

observations occurred during this period. Unfortunately, I was restricted from attending 

the second and third days of the conference. Additionally, five online conversations 

occurred over the course of five weeks; however, only the fifth, and final, forum is 

available for viewing on the ICA Teen Website. The complications and constraints of the 

study are explored in much greater detail in Chapter 3.  

OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS 

The remainder of this thesis is comprised of four chapters. Chapter 2, Review of 

Pertinent Literature, builds a theoretical framework around three main topics connected 

with the study: teens and technology, teens and contemporary art, and the 21st century 

teenager. Chapter 3, Research Methods and Pertinent Literature, illustrates the structure 

of the research, research methodology, data gathering, data analysis, and constraints. In 

Chapter 4, the meat of the study, I explore the data and present the themes that emerged 

from the observations, documents, and interviews. Chapter 5, Conclusions, synthesizes 

the data and reveals my findings from the study.  
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Chapter 2: Review of Pertinent Literature 

This review of literature is divided into three sections: technology, contemporary 

art as it relates to teenagers, and the 21st century teenager. These three subjects are 

pertinent to discussing the National Convening for Teens in the Arts and exploring its use 

of technology.  

The first section of the review explores the connection of teenagers and 

technology and how technology is used in educational settings (Coomey & Stephenson, 

2001; Dillenbourg, Schneider, & Synteta, 2002; Prensky, 2001a; Prensky, 2001b; 

Prensky, 2004; Watson, 2008). With technological advancements, teens socially interact 

and experience life differently from past generations. As the Convening centers around 

teenagers, it is important to understand what role technology plays in their everyday 

lives. In 2001, Marc Prensky coined the term “digital native” to describe this generation 

of learners. Digital natives, according to Prensky’s (2001a) definition, are people who 

have grown up with technology. This section also explores how teens virtually engage in 

both controlled (Virtual Learning Environments) and uncontrolled (Online Peer 

Interactions) digital environments (Anderson, 2007; Bargh & McKenna, 2004; Coomey, 

et al., 2001; Dillenbourg, et al., 2002; Vratulis, 2008; Watson, 2008). These two terms are 

defined and expanded upon later in this chapter. Teenagers facilitated the online 

discussions prior to the Convening in a controlled environment. But as these 

conversations occurred in real time, it makes sense to explore both facets of the digital 

environments, those that are controlled and uncontrolled. 

The second section of this review examines the connections between teenagers 

and contemporary art. Many educators, artists, and teens (Atkinson, 1999; Bacon, Korza, 
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& Williams, 2002; Cahan & Kocur, 2011; Dewhurst, 2010; Emery, 2002; Wilson, 2003) 

argue contemporary art resonates with teenagers because it deals with complex issues of 

current times. This section also explores the growth, structure, and impact of 

contemporary art museum teen programs. The number of programs dedicated to 

teenagers in art museums has grown exponentially in the past two decades. A large 

number of which exist in contemporary art museums. The literature explores why 

contemporary art museums, like the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, are conducive 

spaces for teens to discuss difficult topics openly and comfortably.   

The final section of this review takes a look at the 21st century teenager. A series 

of case studies and reports (Bostrom, 2001; Bryant, 2010; Hall, 2006; Patten & 

Robertson, 2001; Silverman, 2005), conducted over the past ten years explore the identity 

and public perception of American teenagers as shaped by family, education, technology, 

violence, and learning styles. The intention of this section of the literary review is not to 

paint a profile of conference participants. It is purposed to very broadly examine a 

handful of challenges facing the teenagers in the United States today, and explore 

solutions to these challenges through technology, art, and creativity in education.  

PART I: TEENS AND TECHNOLOGY: DIGITAL NATIVES, VIRTUAL LEARNING 
ENVIRONMENTS, AND ONLINE PEER INTERACTIONS 

Digital Natives 

One way the 21st century drastically differs from previous times is the increase 

and spread of digital technology. Currently, most homes have telephones, computers, and 

the Internet; if these are not in the home, they are accessible at a local library or school. 

Cell phones, televisions, computers, Internet, iPods, GPS, and mp3s have been a part of 

current teenagers’ lives since birth (Prensky, 2001a). Marc Prensky (2001a), an educator 
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and lecturer, coined a term for this generation of young people who have grown up with 

technology. It is “digital native.” Prensky (2001a) coined another term, “digital 

immigrant,” which refers to an individual who is not born in the digital world, but has 

adopted aspects of new technologies into his or her daily life. He or she is an immigrant 

to the digital language. Seniors, adults, and most young adults, including museum 

educators, fall into this category (Prensky, 2001a).  

One main difference between digital natives and digital immigrants is how each 

group processes information. Recent studies have shown “stimulation of various kinds 

actually changes brain structures and affects the way people think” (Prensky, 2001a, p. 

1). Digital natives regularly exposed to outside media, music, television, video games, 

cell phones, and the Internet process information differently. They crave immediate 

responses, similar to the immediate responses provided through the Internet and gaming. 

Environment, culture, and outside stimulus also play a part in altering thinking patterns. 

A new challenge arises regarding figuring out how educators, who are primarily digital 

immigrants, can teach to digital natives’ thought processes (Prensky, 2001b).  

To effectively communicate and teach digital natives, Prensky (2004) argues that 

teachers need to encourage decision-making amongst students and involve students in 

instructional design. Teachers can readily learn how to facilitate learning environments 

by engaging students in the teaching process, and by involving them in developing 

curriculum, constructing assignments, and developing classroom rules. To efficiently 

explore how younger generations use technologies in learning processes, educators 

should explore the digital era, encourage student involvement, expand collaborations 

amongst students, and empower student voice (Prensky, 2004). 

One argument against the integration of digital learning into learning 

environments suggests instant communications do not allow for extended reflection. A 
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great challenge of teaching digitally is inventing ways to include critical thinking and 

reflection into digital learning (Prensky, 2001b). A proposed remedy to this issue, 

according to Prensky (2004) is the reflective nature of email. Email offers time to reflect 

and consider before responding (Prensky, 2004). A person reads the email, processes the 

information, and then responds. The same can be said about facilitated online forums 

such as blogs and some social networking websites. In 2009, the Convening used a 

platform called a Ning, an online space where people create their own social websites. 

They used this platform to facilitate the online conversations amongst participants prior 

to the conference (Medvedow, 2009). A benefit to this tool is having archived 

documentation of the conversation.  

Online Learning Environments and Virtual Learning Environments 

 Online learning environments, according to Paul Anderson (2007), refer to the 

spaces online where learning takes place. Online learning environments are used to 

enhance learning opportunities and interactions amongst participants. They also provide 

easy access to educational resources. 

 M. Coomey and J. Stephenson (2001) explore four major features of online 

learning in relation to four online learning paradigms. Coomey and Stephenson defined 

the four main features of online learning as dialogue, involvement, support, and control. 

Dialogue refers to communication and can take numerous forms in online conversation 

including email, chat, and group discussion. Involvement is the responses made in 

structured tasks, active engagement with materials, student collaboration, student 

direction, flow, and motivation. Support primarily refers to feedback, and includes face-

to-face contact, peer support, advice from teachers or experts, and feedback on 

performance. Control refers to the extent to which the learner has control over learning 
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objectives, facilitation, and exercises. A paradigm is either teacher-controlled, where the 

teacher primarily controls conversation, facilitation, and execution, or learn-controlled. 

The authors define the four online learning paradigms as:  

1. Teacher-controlled, specific learning objects: This is a teacher driven paradigm 

meaning instructors are completely involved in the process. They facilitate the 

conversation and act as the main support. Teachers also define the learning 

objectives for students in this paradigm.  

2. Teacher-controlled, open-ended or strategic learning: Teachers are in control 

of the dialogues, but students are in control of the learning objectives in this 

paradigm. The learning objectives evolve in the process. The teacher takes the 

role as guide, offering feedback and support.  

3. Learner-managed, specific learning objective: In this paradigm there are 

specific learning objectives, but students control how these objectives are met. 

Teachers help to direct the dialogues and offer support and feedback throughout 

the learning process typically through email or moderated discussions.   

4. Learner-managed, open-ended or strategic learning: This is a learner driven 

paradigm meaning the student is completely involved in the process. The learner 

directs dialogue and is completely involved in the development of the educational 

experience. The student decides the objectives and goals. Learners initiate support 

from teachers or the supervisor (Coomey, et al., 2001).   

The authors use the four major features of online learning to construct the four learning 

paradigms. Each paradigm has both advantages and disadvantages. One is teacher 

dominated, one is student dominated, one is teacher centered with student assistance, and 

one is student centered with teacher assistance.  
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 Online learning environments, as displayed through the paradigms, provide an 

opportunity to shift from teacher-dominated educational environments, where the teacher 

is the lead instructor, to learned-dominated environments, where the learner takes the 

lead. Web-based learning “offers a chance for students to enter into dialogues about 

authentic problems, collaborate with peers, negotiate meaning, become apprenticed into 

their field of study, enter a community of experts and peers and generally be assisted in 

the learning process” (Coomey, et al., 2001, p. 48). Students take a leading role in the 

learning process. One of the most important features of an online learning environment is 

the capability to take learners beyond the conditions of the teachers. The students become 

teachers in some respects. Learners can more easily engage a wide variety of materials, a 

diverse learning pool, experts, and support tools (Coomey, et al., 2001). Coomey and 

Stephenson (2001) observed, “the most significant feature of online Web-based 

learning…is its capacity to take learners beyond the provision of their teachers and to 

engage with a greater variety of materials, learners, experts, support tools and fields” (p. 

49).  The ICA maintained a control environment during the online forums. Teens 

facilitated the discussions, while educators oversaw interactions, which is a similar 

construct to the learner-managed, specific learning objective paradigm. 

 Virtual learning environments (VLE) are online learning spaces that use Web 2.0 

technologies to encourage two-way interactions. Web 2.0 technology is technology that 

enables a two-way distribution and creation of content, such as Wikipedia, Facebook, and 

blogs. A VLE is both an informational and social space where educational interactions 

occur (Dillenbourg, Schneider, & Synteta, 2002).  As an information space, these 

environments encourage multi-authoring; they share information with the world. 

Contrary to traditional websites, learning environments require social interactions about 

or around the information. The information in a VLE is also not limited to one form of 
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display. For instance, a VLE might contain video, audio, gaming, a blogging space, and 

written information all in one environment. An example of this would be the Institute of 

Contemporary Art/Boston’s teen website. The website offers written information, student 

videos, and asks for visitor participation by contributing to blog conversations. Actually, 

a main feature of VLEs is the user, or learner’s, ability to alter how information is 

presented. An example of this is a virtual museum where visitors rearrange an exhibition. 

It is a reorganization of information. 

 The student’s role in virtual learning environments is different than visits to 

traditional websites. In virtual learning environments “students are not restricted to 

consuming web information, they become information producers” (Dillenbourg, et al., 

2002, p. 4).  Students are not only active in the learning process, but also become 

contributors to the social and information space.  

 Typically, virtual learning environments are associated with distance learning. 

They provide an easily accessible community for students from across the world to unite 

and communicate. These environments, however, can also enrich traditional learning 

environments and activities. VLEs promote continuous communications, reinforce ideas, 

and allow for time flexibilities. They additionally support self-instruction by integrating a 

variety of tools that support multiple functions including communication, collaboration, 

learning, and management. The goal of virtual environments is not to replace physical 

interactions, but to aid and add in person interactions, similar to the ICA’s use of online 

communications with an in-person conference. As stated in Dillenbourg’s study on 

VLE’s (2002), “there is no need to draw a boundary between physical and virtual worlds, 

the key is to integrate them, not to separate them” (p. 7).  

 Virtual learning environments have both advantages and challenges. First, virtual 

environments are open spaces to try new appearances and approaches in regards to 
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education and curriculum content. For instance, these spaces use a multitude of visual 

imagery, written and oral information, and collaborative and writing resources to promote 

learning. Another benefit to VLEs is the ability to connect large groups of people from 

multiple locations, as the Convening connected participants. Virtual environments 

promote digital conversations. In digital conversations, delay in response from 

participants can provide individuals time to reflect on the topic. They also allow for both 

small and large group dialogues. Unfortunately, participants lose facial expression and 

eye contact, if conversations are not taking place over a video chatting device. If 

participation does not occur in real-time, the participant also loses immediate response. 

Positively, however, participants have written or recorded documentation of interactions. 

 As previously stated, digital conversations are not meant to supplant face-to-face 

communications. Rather, they are meant to support communications. A study by the 

North American Council for Online Learning (Watson, 2008), suggests a promise of 

blending learning, a convergence of online and face-to-face education.  

Online Peer Interactions 

 Online peer interactions refer to digital interactions or communications through, 

but not limited to, live-chat, email, social media, and blogs (Mikami, Szwedo, Allen, 

Evans, & Hare, 2010). Social media and online communications initiate conversations 

amongst broad audiences. Online peer interactions can both start and sustain relationships 

and also reinforce established relationships by encouraging conversations and 

reconnections on a digital level.  

 The Internet additionally creates opportunities for shyer teens, who are not 

comfortably physically speaking in large groups, to voice opinions semi-anonymously. 

Teens can try on different identities. The anonymity of the Internet can help to diminish 
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social stereotypes and personal judgments. It can be a space for teens to confidently 

express ideas and opinions (Vratulis & Dobson, 2008). 

 The Internet plays a powerful role in teens’ lives and peer interactions. During 

youth and adolescence, peer interactions hold the greatest importance in social and 

behavioral functions. Over the past decade discussions rose regarding the validity and 

effectiveness of online communications compared to face-to-face interactions. One 

argument suggests online communications negatively affect social adjustment because 

socially challenged youths are attracted to the anonymity of the Internet and the poor 

quality of online communications decreases social growth (Bargh & McKenna, 2004). 

Others, however, suggest the Internet is simply another means to communicate similarly 

to face-to-face communications, and expands existing relationships. In a longitudinal 

study concluded in 2009 (Mikami, et al., 2010), researchers examined the online 

communications of 92 youths who used social networking web pages. The researchers 

assessed the youths at ages 13-14 years and again at 20-22 years. Over the course of the 

study, researchers found that youths displayed continuity in their social behaviors across 

communication situations. It suggests that this continuity in relationship management 

extends to the digital realm. Primarily, the study suggests youths can replicate face-to-

face interactions in an online medium as young adults.  

PART II: TEENS AND CONTEMPORARY ART: EXPLORING THE ART AND THE ART OF 
MUSEUM PROGRAMS 

 Over the past two decades the museum world has seen an increase in teen 

programs at contemporary art museums. As a result of the new and still emerging nature 

of museum teen programs, it is difficult to define or determine the lasting impact of these 

programs on both participants and their institutions. However, current research, including 

that of Atkinson (1999) and Medvedow (2009, 2010), and conducted during the National 
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Convening for Teens in the Arts, explores numerous aspects of teen programs. These 

aspects include research into the connection of teens and contemporary art, the use of 

contemporary art to facilitate conversation, the role of teen programs in democratizing 

the museum, and the components of successful teen programs. 

 Brent Wilson (2003) explores the relevance of engaging groups with 

contemporary art. According to Wilson: 

Contemporary artworks, artifacts from visual culture, and the theories, ideas, and 
ideologies that surround them are of our time and they hold the possibility of 
informing us, more than art and artifacts or previous eras, about our contemporary 
lives, they probe and problematize contemporary society, and they raise issues 
pertaining to our values and our aspirations. (p. 217) 

Contemporary art is what is happening now. It engages groups in dialogues about current 

issues and difficult ideas.  

 Contemporary art requires participation, sometimes physically and sometimes 

intellectually. This participation leads to the construction of dialogues. The dialogues 

explored through art expand outside museum walls and museum programs, entering all 

facets of life and prompting further explorations. As Wilson (2003) stated, contemporary 

art raises issues pertaining to current society. This idea extends to teenagers, who are 

dealing with a number of issues revolving around gender, sexuality, economics, 

environment, and race. Contemporary art stimulates students to share their views with 

peers and consider how people of different age groups, cultures, religions or political 

persuasions may respond to controversial art works (Emery, 2002). 

 Expanding this concept of multicultural education through the arts, Susan Cahan 

and Zoya Kocur (2011), in the New Museum’s publication Rethinking Contemporary Art 

and Multicultural Education critically examines the importance of using art to expand 

cultural dialogues both in and out of school environments. Past art history textbooks 
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problematically generalized race and culture in art. They categorized multiculturalism 

and race as a “theme” in art and defined “multiculturalism” as an artistic movement. 

Typically, past survey art history textbooks overlooked the historical and political 

dimensions of art from different cultures.  

 However, contemporary art embraces multiculturalism. Susan Cahan and Zoya 

Kocur (2011), contributors to the New Museum’s study, believe that “multicultural is not 

a style that came and went, but a condition of social existence” (p. 5).   In studying and 

conversing about contemporary art, teenagers are participating in and creating a culture in 

and of itself.  Cahan and Kocur (2011) argue: 

Culture is not a set of artifacts or tangible objects, but the very way that members 
of a particular group interpret, use, and perceive them. When the focus is shifted 
to issues and ideas that students truly care about and that relate within a larger 
life-world context, art becomes a vital means of reflecting on the nature of society 
and social existence. (p. 7) 

A study by the Pew Research Center (Taylor & Keeter, 2010) suggests the current 

teenage generation is the most culturally diverse in America’s history.  

 The study of contemporary art in classrooms encourages open dialogues about 

difficult issues.  These dialogues, facilitated in a classroom environment, stress a 

connection between students’ worlds both inside and outside of school. The critique of 

contemporary art amongst teenagers does not only encourage students to speak from their 

own perspective, but also it encourages them to analyze their current environment and to 

confront social issues in a manner facilitated through the study of art (Cahan, et al., 

2011). It is a great tool to assist in delving into some difficult issues mentioned earlier. 

 However, contemporary art is not traditionally discussed in the classroom. One 

reason might be that the lack of curriculum guides, textbooks, and educational resources 

on contemporary art conveys an idea that historical art, rich in curriculum content and 
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academic literature, is more important (Cahan, et al., 2011). Another reason could be the 

taboo nature of the subjects sometimes discussed through contemporary art, which 

include dialogues on identity, the body, language, culture, and spirituality. Or, maybe 

teachers do not feel comfortable with their own level of knowledge on the subject 

(Cahan, et al., 2011). Lucy Lippard (in Cahan, et al., 2011), an internationally recognized 

writer, critic, and curator stated, “[Contemporary art] has become mystified to the point 

where many people doubt and are even embarrassed by their responses” (p. 9).   

 The “intimidation” factor of contemporary art is problematic. In response to this 

situation, a number of museums and art spaces have increased arts education outreach 

programs. Museum educators or other museum personnel, therefore, must take on a 

number of roles. These individuals come to the schools to facilitate arts education 

experiences in the classroom, offer free or low-cost professional development programs 

for teachers, or promote museum-school partnerships in low-income communities 

(Cahan, et al., 2011).  

 Museums possess a unique space for teen programs. Museum programs, while 

emulating particular aspects of community programs, provide two services unattainable 

through typical out of school experiences: access to the museum and a stage to explore 

issues in contemporary art. Marit Dewhurst (2010), former Walker Arts Center Teen Arts 

Council member and current Associate Educator for Teen Programs at the Museum of 

Modern Art, presents an interesting position on the museum’s role in teen education: 

It is our responsibility as a cultural institution to engage young people in 
critiquing, challenging, and shaping the world around them. Museums offer 
unique spaces for having complex conversations about contemporary ideas that 
cannot often happen in other spaces, like schools. Since art has long been a site 
for influencing or instigating social change, I think it makes perfect sense that 
young people can learn about how other artists have impacted society throughout 
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history, while also learning how to use those same creative tools themselves. (p. 
1) 

 Barbara Schaffer Bacon, Pam Korza, and Patricia E. Williams (2002) believe 

museums advance debates on contemporary issues because they provide opportunities for 

civic dialogue.  Contemporary art, as previously asserted, investigates social issues, 

problems, questions, and explorations into current lives and practices. Naturally, 

contemporary art and contemporary art museums encourage viewers of all ages and 

backgrounds to participate in civic dialogue. Many students are concerned about global 

issues such as the environment, economy, migration, and multiculturalism. These are 

concepts relevant to contemporary art and in turn museum education (Emery, 2002).  

 The best way to gauge how museums can bring adolescents into their space is to 

ask the teens themselves. A number of museums, like those participating in the NCTA, 

have establish Teen Arts Councils, Teen Advisory Councils, teen arts organizations, and 

other programs geared towards teenagers. These groups can organize events in the 

museum for their peers. They also bring a youth perspective into the museum. This form 

of democratization brings a new, fresh voice to the museum. According to The Walker’s 

teen program how-to-kit (Atkinson, 1999), one of the leading institutions for museum 

teen programs, one of the main objectives of such programs is to create opportunities and 

ways for teens to interact with the art center and shape the institution.  

 In 1994, the Walker Art Center committed a full time staff position to museum 

teen programs, the first in museum history (Atkinson, 1999). As programs developed, the 

Walker published A Teen Programs How-to-Kit, which illustrated the importance of 

museum teen programs, key components to effectively instituting these programs, and the 

role of the museum in the process. According to the guide, “There is an immediate 

connection between artists and teens–both are actively engaged in overturning 
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conventional wisdom and questing the status quo” (Atkinson, 1999, p. 3). Engaging teens 

through artist workshops and programs shows teens what is occurring outside of a school 

setting, providing an example of art exploration in the contemporary art world. Working 

closely with contemporary artists provides teens an opportunity to ask questions about the 

artist’s process, product, concept, and position in the art world, empowering students 

through firsthand participation (Atkinson, 1999). 

 The National Convening for Teens in the Arts is bringing museum teen 

programming to the next level by connecting groups from all of over the country. They 

are working to impact not just singular museums, but also the institution of museums in 

whole.  

PART III: 21ST CENTURY TEENS 

The 21st century teenager takes on a number of ascribed identities shaped by 

public perception, surrounding culture, and advances in technology. According to Meg 

Bostrom (2001), in an article on the public perception of 21st century teenagers, teens are 

perceived to be susceptible to strong external forces, including drugs, violence, sex, 

alcohol, and the media. These strong external forces typically arise from peer pressure 

and other teen influences. Also found in this study is that adults deem lack of respect, 

honesty, and responsibility as serious problems amongst this population. In terms of 

schooling, educators attribute this perception of teens as resulting from problems at 

home. A lack of parental involvement is rated as a major problem facing schools. Other 

problems include drugs, discipline, over crowding, and violence (Bostrom, 2001).  

Positively, however, in the past decade education seems to have improved across 

the board (Council of Economic Advisers [CEA], 2001). Suicide and pregnancy rates 

amongst teens have also declined. While high school, or Generation Education 
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completion is now around 90%, college accessibly continues to be a problem, especially 

in economically challenged areas (CEA, 2001). Unfortunately, there has been a rise in 

teen homicides, smoking, and drug use. The prominent challenges facing teens currently 

appear to be drinking, smoking, drug-use, premature sexual activity, and violence (CEA, 

2001). 

Current research explores new ways of engaging and assisting teenagers with 

social, economic, and educational struggles. A few possible ways include integrating 

technology into curriculum, providing access to safe spaces both in and outside of 

schools, and looking for visual ways to engage learners (Hall, 2006; Patten, et al., 2001). 

Integrating technology in the curriculum leads to students receiving a broader skill set. 

According to Georgia Hall (2006), technology plays a large role in shaping 21st century 

teenagers. Hall argues that “in order to thrive in the world today, young people need 

higher-end skills, such as the ability to communicate effectively beyond their peer 

groups, analyze complex information from multiple sources, write or present well-

reasoned arguments, and develop solutions to interdisciplinary problems” (p. 41). 

Integrating technology into education facilitates a higher-end skill set. Unfortunately, 

economic, social, and educational barriers may affect the accessibility of technology to 

specific groups (Hall, 2006).  

Also, individualized instruction facilitated by computer-assisted instruction, 

collaborative learning, peer tutoring, and teaching across the curriculum through 

computer simulations that incorporate topics in math, language arts, and science in the 

same lesson offer assistance to teens at risk of failing school. This effort calls for an 

integration of technology into all aspects of learning. It additionally incorporates teaching 

and learning opportunities for an assortment of learners. Facilitated collaborative learning 

environments and peer tutoring may also assist at-risk teens in school (Hall, 2006). 
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As previously stated, in the past decade there has been an increase in teen 

violence. According to a study by Patten and Robertson (2001), juvenile crime peaks 

after school hours when kids are most likely to experiment with alcohol, drugs, and sex. 

Young people have reported wanting a safe space to go to after school. After-school 

programs offer alternative safe spaces for children during these high-risk hours. High 

quality after-school programs provide reliable adult supervision, thoughtful activities, and 

a place to stay away from peer pressure. After-school programs additionally provide an 

environment for youths to develop healthy and caring relationships with adults. This is an 

important component of these programs. A study in Chicago neighborhoods (Patten, et 

al., 2001) showed the reduced overall violence in low-income neighborhoods when 

community residents and after-school programs increased positive involvement in 

youths’ lives. Unfortunately, after-school programs can be very expensive, of poor 

quality, and physically inaccessible (Patten, et al., 2001).  

Another way to assist teens is to teach to multiple learning styles (Silverman, 

2005). Current school curricula focus primarily on engaging learners who are adept to 

standardized testing and logic. In the process, this mode of schooling ignores visual-

spatial learners. Visual-spatial learners are individuals who think in pictures, rather than 

words and learn better visually than auditorally. A number of delinquent and at-risk 

students are talented and gifted students who are not properly engaged in a school setting 

(Silverman, 2005). Academic failure can also correlate with juvenile delinquency and 

risk for crime, violence, and substance abuse. Silverman (2005) argues, “recognizing and 

teaching to their learning style is a powerful way to salvaging at-risk youth” (p. 1). Art 

and the associated creativity facilitate learning experiences for visual-spatial learners. 

Engagement in a creative passion, parental support, and positive teacher influence are 

methods of supporting at-risk students. According to Silverman (2005), “as the arts have 
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been removed from schools, being deemed ‘a frill’ that is dispensable during tight 

budgetary times, at-risk students are at greater jeopardy. Art is the sanctuary, the 

emotional healer, the ray of hope for the at-risk visual-spatial thinker” (p. 5).   

Technology and the arts promote creative problem solving and thinking strategies. 

As argued by art educator Courtney Bryant (2010), creativity promotes an individual’s 

use of knowledge, imagination, and judgment within constrains of an environment and its 

resources and in solving problems in innovative, high quality, and appropriate ways. By 

designing an open-ended technology-based art project, Bryant observed students 

engaging in collaborative, conversationally stimulated, work environments. She also 

observed students seeking help from each other when they struggled with a skill or 

concept. Collaboration leads to a sense of empowerment and meaningful engagement.  

CONCLUSIONS 

This chapter focused on three subjects: technology and teenagers in the United 

States, contemporary art and museum teen programs, and the 21st century American 

teenager.  These three main themes guided me through the construction and execution of 

this study, as they relate heavily to the National Convening for Teens in the Arts and its 

use of technology. Chapter 3 sets up the study. It explores the specifics of the case study, 

the process and reasons for selecting the Convening as the research site, participant 

selection, and measures taken in the analysis of the four forms of data.    
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Chapter 3: Research Methods and Pertinent Literature 

METHODOLOGY 

I structured this research as a case study. I used case study both as my 

methodology and as means to present and analyze the data in order to gain a deeper 

understanding of the use of technology in facilitating conversations and its impact on the 

National Convening for Teens in the Arts. Case studies allow researchers to “view the 

case from the inside out: to see it from the perspective of those involved” (Gillham, 2000, 

p. 11). In case study research, the researcher focuses his or her study on specific 

individuals or specific groups, limiting the study to a small population. This concentrated 

study lends itself towards deeper understandings of individuals, groups, and events. The 

information and conclusions obtained in the study, while specific to its particular group 

and case, can provide insight into larger issues, audiences, or situations (Gillham, 2000). 

As John Gering argues (2007), “we gain better understanding of the whole by focusing 

on a key part” (p. 1).  

One of the challenges of qualitative research is the question of validity. While 

quantitative research relies on numbers, surveys, and other concrete data devises, 

qualitative research relies on stories, spoken information, observation, and other data that 

are inferential in character (Gillham, 2007). Therefore, triangulation plays a prominent 

role in validating case study research. This term refers to the researcher using multiple 

tools of data collection, possibly both qualitative and quantitative, to cross-analyze and 

interpret this information (Gillham, 2000). In this research, I used four methods of data 

collection to validate my findings: observations, field notes, document analysis, and 

interviews.  
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The first tool of data collection, observations, includes watching what people do, 

listening to what they say, and asking clarifying questions to gain key information on 

human experiences. I recorded my observations in a journal that I kept with me at all 

times during the Convening and during my interviews. My journal took the form of field 

notes, my second data collection method. Field notes are comprised of descriptions, ideas 

and provisional explanations, personal impressions, and feelings. Typically, with field 

notes researchers take an observer role, extensively examining group interactions, 

environments, and personal reflections (Gillham, 2000).  

Researchers can choose to engage with participants, participate and observe, or 

simply to observe (Stake, 2010). During this study I took on two roles, investigator and 

observer. Investigator refers to my role prior to the Convening where I investigated 

pertinent literature relative to the study and past Convening documents. During the 

Convening, I undertook the role of observer. I engaged in minimal conversations with 

participants and my presence had little effect on the Convening’s environment. A more 

thorough explanation of this appears later in the chapter.  

The third form of data collection I used was documents (Gillham, 2000). These 

documents included transcripts from the fifth online forum, participating institution 

websites, and documents from the 2009 and 2010 Convenings. Prior to the Convening, 

the ICA facilitated five weeks of two-hour weekly online conversations through a social 

media devise, Cover It Live. Cover It Live is a real-time blogging tool. In the online 

forums, participants discussed topics to be expanded upon at the face-to-face Convening 

in August. The transcript of one of these forums remains on the ICA teen website.  

Finally, I used semi-structured interviews as my fourth form of data collection. 

Semi-structured interviews utilize open-ended questions and probing conversation to gain 

information. Prior to conducting the interview, the interviewer formulates a list of 
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questions (see Appendix B) associated with the topic, which provide a basis for 

conversation throughout the interview. Semi-structured interviews enable interviewers to 

tailor the interview as questions proceed, facilitating a flowing conversation while 

ensuring all topics are covered (Gillham, 2007). The interviews in this study provided 

information on the ICA and how technology was employed, the use of technology in the 

Convening, and the teens’ experiences with the online forums. 

Another important factor of case study research is to address biases. As Stake 

(2010) addresses, “regardless of where data is to be gathered, ‘personalistic research’ will 

enter the ‘spaces’ of personal experience” (p. 28). The researcher must state preliminary 

thoughts, ideas, and emotions in the beginning of the study. This allows for both the 

researcher and reader to understand the possible biases of the qualitative research 

(Gillham, 2000).  

I entered this study with a number of assumptions and biases. First, I assumed the 

teen participants would be able to easily access the Internet and online forums. In such 

regard, I also assumed most if not all of the participating teenagers would be well versed 

in technology and comfortable participating in the live chats. Additionally, as made 

evident through my third research question, I assumed these modes of communication 

could be enriched and expanded for a numerically larger audience. Through the course of 

this study, a number of these assumptions were proven wrong.  

  Prior to conducting this research I interned with Arthouse @ the Jones Center’s 

Young Artist @ Arthouse program and it was through Young Artists that I became 

familiar with museum teen programs. Young Artists is geared towards Austin’s under-

served high school community. By interning with this program, I felt I had a better 

understanding of how to connect with under-served high school through art. Also, my 

interest in conducting this research stemmed from a passion for contemporary art and an 
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interest in exploring news to connect teens to and through art. While I conducted the 

study as impartially as possible, not all personal bias and researcher influence could be 

eliminated from the study.  

Case study was the most applicable research method as my research concentrated 

on one particular event, the National Convening for Teens in the Arts. Designing this 

research as a case study allowed me to specifically concentrate on one organization’s 

unique use of technology in association with teenagers and museums, in turn resulting in 

a specified, concentrated study. I was not part of the environment and would not be 

studying the event over a long period of time, as in an ethnographic study (Yin, 2010). 

The research also had a clear beginning and end point. Additionally, I was not 

implementing my own program or plan. Therefore, I was not conducting action research 

(Yin, 2010). Furthermore, the questions I looked to answer required qualitative data. The 

study explored three main questions: (a) What role does social media and technology 

play in the teens’ experience at the National Convening for Teens in the Arts at the 

Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston? (b) How do these communications impact the 

Convening? and (c) How might these modes of communication be expanded and 

enriched for a larger audience? In order to answer these questions, I knew interviews, 

observations, field notes, and documents would make up the main base of my data. 

During the event I focused on the teens’ and educators’ interactions at the Convening. 

After the conference I interviewed four educators to gain their personal perspectives on 

the Convening and technology in teen programs. In analyzing the interviews, 

observations, field notes, and documents, I gained deeper understandings of how 

technology-based conversations might influence physical conversations and interactions. 
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RESEARCHER’S ROLE 

I took on the roles of investigator and observer during this study (Stake, 2010). 

Differing from quantitative research, the researcher in qualitative studies “is an 

instrument, observing action and contexts, often intentionally playing a subjective role in 

the study, using his or her own personal experience in making interpretations” (p. 20).  In 

such action, personal responses come into play in both observation and analysis. Prior to 

the Convening at the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, I took on the role as 

investigator, gaining information and research on the ICA, Arthouse, and the Convening. 

This information proved pertinent in the construction, execution, and analysis of the 

study. It provided a basis for understanding the ICA’s technology-based teen programs, 

Arthouse’s teen programs, past Convening findings, and how the 2011 conference might 

function. At the conference, my role as researcher shifted. I took on the position of 

observer. Following the conference, my role shifted back to that of investigator by 

conducting interviews with the educators and reviewing the online forums.  

One of the biggest challenges at the Convening was establishing myself as a non-

threatening researcher. Stake (2010) argues, “In social research the dangers are almost 

never physical. They are mental” (p. 210). The main objective of the ICA during the 

Convening was to facilitate an environment that encouraged teenagers to openly and 

confidently voice opinions and thoughts on difficult topics. ICA continually reassured 

participants that their communications were private. The discussions during the two days 

of closed sessions would only be generally replicated in the Education Report 

(Medvedow, 2009 & 2010) disseminated the following winter. Ergo, as researcher one of 

my main prerogatives was to create a nonthreatening presence at the Convening and 

ensure the comfort and confidentiality of the teen participants. I needed to get close 
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enough to the participants and the Convening to comprehend the experience, but stay far 

enough away to avoid intruding on their privacy (Stake, 2010).  

In the beginning planning stages of the study, I saw myself being a participant 

observer during the Convening. A participant observer, according to Robert Yin (2010) 

falls in the middle two variants between “participating” and “observing.” Yin describes 

the variants as: “(1) being a participant; (2) being a participant who also observes; (3) 

being an observer who also participates; and (4) being an observer only” (p. 122). 

However, as described above the question arose, from both myself and the ICA staff, 

regarding how my presence as a researcher might hinder the comfortable, non-threatening 

environment for the participants. I did not want to be perceived by the teenagers as an 

evaluator of their comments. To accomplish this, I did not openly question participants, 

but joined other Convening observers during the teens’ program presentations on the first 

day.  In whole, during the Convening I took on an observer position.  

A few other challenges arose throughout the course of the study. Originally, I 

sought to explore how two specific teens experienced the National Convening and the 

role technology played in their Convening experiences. I intended to interview these two 

teens prior to, during, and after the Convening. I wanted to capture and then retell their 

stories. Therefore, I arranged to concentrate the study on the experiences of teen 

participants from Arthouse. Early in the research, my access to the student participants 

became limited. During the summer of 2011, I relocated to Chicago for an internship. 

However, I planned to return to Austin to complete initial interviews with the two teen 

participants. Unfortunately, due to circumstances out of my control the teens were not 

available for interviews prior to the Convening.  

Neither of the students had personal email addresses or cell phones. Upon 

realizing this complication, I hoped to find two teens located in the Chicago area 
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attending the conference. Unfortunately, I was unable to. At this point, I attempted to find 

two participants while at the Convening to participate in the study.  Pre-convening 

interviews would be difficult to obtain, and therefore I decided to eliminate this portion 

of the data collection. Rather I would concentrate on obtaining semi-structured interviews 

during and following the conference at ICA.   

The Convening takes place over three days. The first day is completely open to 

the pubic. During this time each of the nine participating teens programs gives a 

presentation on its program. The ICA Teen Arts Council (TAC) members also direct 

gallery tours. Additionally, the ICA hosts a Teen Night in the evening. The second day is 

a closed session where participants partake in a studio session with ICA’s artist-in-

residence. In the afternoon teenagers and educators delve into the topics outlined in pre-

conference digital conversations. On the third day, the museum educators attend a 

professional development session while the teens explore Boston.  

I also intended to attend all three days of the Convening. Therefore, I would have 

a deeper understanding as an observer of what occurred at the conference. The details 

obtained in the three days of observations of the event would result in a richer story of the 

teens’ experience. The second and third days of the Convening were closed-door 

sessions, meaning only participants and those with special permission from the ICA 

could attend the events. Prior to the Convening, Gabrielle Wyrick, Associate Director of 

Education and the main contact for the Convening, and I spoke at length about my 

research. We discussed the ICA’s objective of keeping a safe environment for teens to 

openly discuss the chosen topics. Because of this I was asked not to record any of the 

verbal exchanges taking place during these discussion sessions. I agreed and was given 

permission to attend these two days of the Convening. On the morning of the second day 

of the Convening, however, a museum administrator above Gabrielle informed me that I 
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would not be allowed to observe the closed-door sessions despite having gained prior 

permission and having obtained IRB clearance to do so (see Appendix A). As described 

above, one of the main responsibilities of ICA was to ensure a safe, non-threatening 

environment for the teens to openly engage in conversation. To foster this environment, 

ICA held strict closed-door discussion sessions only open to the teen participants, their 

educators, and a very select group of staff.  

However, I was given the opportunity to sit down with Monica Garza, Director of 

Education at the ICA, and Joe Douillette, ICA’s Fast Forward Program Director, to talk 

about the museum’s use of technology in its teen programming. Prior to the interview, 

each participant signed an informed consent agreement allowing me to use the interviews 

for the study. I also conducted semi-structured interviews with Gabrielle Wyrick, ICA’s 

Associate Director of Education, and Erin Gentry, Education Coordinator at Arthouse @ 

the Jones Center. I chose to interview Gabrielle and Erin for a number of reasons. As the 

originating and hosting institution the ICA has a standing and obvious history with the 

Convening. Gabrielle’s interview provided both basic information on the Convening and 

detailed insights into ICA’s teen programs and the construction and execution of the 

online forums. Erin’s interview offered insight on how a representative from a 

participating institution new to the conference experienced the online forums and the 

Convening.  

As a result of these two challenges, I re-organized the study to concentrate on the 

role of technology and social media on the teens’ overall experience at the National 

Convening for Teens in the Arts, and the impact of the technology and online 

communications on the Convening as a whole. ICA’s use of social media conversations 

had always been a part of the study. Now this topic took on the starring role. In this 

processes I learned firsthand that challenges arise in research and research itself is a 
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continually evolving process. My study and role as researcher had to adapt to the 

circumstances.  

SELECTING THE SITE AND THE PARTICIPANTS 

A plethora of factors came into play in selecting the National Convening for 

Teens in the Arts, and as a result the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, as the site for 

the study.  Selecting this location as the focus of the study first derived from my interest 

in museum teen programs and technology-driven conversations. I defined technology-

driven conversations as internet-based discussions in both vocal and textual formats. The 

Convening combined both interests. I first came across the Convening while researching 

museum teen programs throughout the United States. A few programs stuck out as 

exemplary, ICA’s Teen Arts Council and Fast Forward programs amongst them. These 

programs were well established, meeting a need in the community, and engaging large 

groups of teenagers in a multitude of activities. The ICA hosts a twelve-member Teen 

Arts Council, technology based art classes free for Boston Public School students, and a 

yearlong video-based mentorship program titled Fast Forward. Teen involvement 

increased 300% since the start of teen programs at the ICA (www.icateens.org).  

With the dramatic decline of arts education programs and attendance numbers at 

art organizations like museums, the ICA saw a need to find new ways of engaging 

America’s youth in the arts (Medvedow, 2009). Thus, they created the National 

Convening for Teens in the Arts, a three-day conference bringing together representatives 

and educators of leading museum teen programs (Medvedow, 2009). Prior to the 

Convening, the ICA teen participants facilitated online, social media based discussions 

amongst fellow participants. I instantly became interested in how the teens facilitated 

these discussions and the impact of the conversations on the physical meeting in August. 
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Prior to starting the research both Arthouse @ the Jones Center and the Institute of 

Contemporary Art/Boston signed informed consent forms allowing the research to take 

place (see Appendix A and Appendix C). 

Participant selection derived from a convenience sample. Yin (2010) defines a 

convenience sample as “the selection of participants or sources of data to be used in a 

study, based on their sheer availability or accessibility” (p. 308). The ICA chose the 

participants of the Convening that became the participants of the study. I selected to 

focus research on the Convening because of their combined use of technology facilitated 

discussion and museum teen programs. I chose to interview Monica Garza and Gabrielle 

Wyrick because of their close relations to the ICA and the Convening. I selected 

Arthouse @ the Jones Center as my second research site for three reasons: (a) a pre-

established relationship, (b) their location in Austin, Texas, my previous residence, and 

(c) their position as a first year participant in the Convening. At the time I intended to 

reside in Austin during the summer and fall preceding and following the conference, but 

an internship opportunity transplanted me to Chicago. As a result of this relocation, my 

access to the teen participants became compromised. Therefore, I had to rethink the 

teens’ involvement in the study.  I maintained conversations with Erin Gentry during this 

period and we concluded it would be impossible to conduct interviews with the students 

prior to the Convening. In the end, I did not interview the students at any point in the 

research. However, I did obtain an interview with Erin upon my return to Texas.  

DATA GATHERING 

In this study, as previously mentioned, I used four forms of data collection, 

observation, field notes, document analysis, and interviews. As bias and skewed data is a 
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high concern in qualitative research, using multiple collection methods helps to promote 

that the researcher took all precautions to ensure accurate conclusions (Gillham, 2000).   

The observations I made at the Convening, field notes, interviews with Gabrielle 

Wyrick, Erin Gentry, Joe Douillette, and Monica Garza, and an analysis of documents, 

such as the organizations’ websites and Live Chat forums, formed the basis of 

information for the study. My role as observer is described earlier in this chapter. Next, I 

explore my use of the journal containing observations made at the Convening, which I 

also used for field notes, and the other two data collection methods I utilized: documents 

and interviews.  

Journals incorporate running descriptions, ideas and provisional explanations, 

personal impressions and feelings, and items remembered following the study (Gillham, 

2000). Robert Yin (2010) recommended taking sufficient notes so as to not have to rely 

heavily on memory.  My notes spanned from my arrival at Boston and the ICA into the 

first day and participant presentations, and through my departure from the Convening the 

following afternoon. On the first day of the Convening, the teen representatives and 

educators from each participating organization spoke for approximately thirty minutes 

about their programs, providing an overview of the programs’ objectives, 

accomplishments, and design. These presentations provided a thorough basis for 

information on the participating museum teen programs.  

During the presentations, I made notes on the information given by the 

participants and reactions of both the participants and the audience. The objective of the 

journal was to capture descriptions of the environment as well as informative 

observations. The journal acted as an ethnographic journal. Ethnographic, as defined by 

Robert Stake (2010), refers to cultural observations. These notes described the 

atmosphere, mood, and participant interactions.   
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Included in the document notes, collected from reviewing published works, are 

reflections on the online conversations between the teen participants prior to the 

Convening. Yin (2010) encourages that these notes be similar to interview notes as they 

should capture direct, full quotes and descriptions. The live chat forums offer a glance 

into the teenagers and educators thought patterns. This is the only true look into the 

teenagers’ thought processes prior to the Convening. I also gathered information from the 

participating museums’ websites and past Convenings’ Educational Reports (Medvedow, 

2009 & 2010). 

I conducted semi-structured interviews as my final data collection method. Semi-

structured interviews utilize open-ended questions and probing considerations. According 

to Stake (2010), the interviewer, during the interview, is called upon to establish topics, 

sort the questions into the topics, identify a narrative sequence, and streamline the 

questions for clarity. There were a few specific topics I wanted to discuss with Joe, 

Monica, Gabrielle, and Erin. Therefore, I produced a list of questions to ask each 

interviewee (see Appendix B). The questions for Monica and Joe focused on the use of 

technology in the ICA’s teen programs, while Gabrielle’s questions focused primarily on 

the 2009, 2010, and 2011 Convenings. Erin’s questions were directed toward Arthouse’s 

experiences with the online forums and at the Convening. With all the interviews I 

wanted the conversations to flow freely. Therefore, I left room for improvised dialogue.  

Joe and Monica’s interviews were conducted face-to-face in ICA’s technology 

education room. These interviews were not digitally recorded. Rather, I diligently took 

notes in my journal during the conversation. Erin’s interview, also face-to-face, took 

place at Arthouse @ the Jones Center following the Convening. Gabrielle’s interview, 

because of the physical distance, was conducted over the phone. Prior to the phone 
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conversation, I emailed Gabrielle a list of questions I intended to ask to help her prepare 

for the discussion.  

DATA ANALYSIS AND PRESENTATION 

The data in this study is presented thematically (Yin, 2009). After the conference 

I retyped my journal, reviewing the information numerous times. I practiced similar 

methods for the interviews. After I transcribed the interviews, from Erin’s digital 

recording and the hand-recorded information from the other three interviews, I reread and 

reviewed the material, looking for themes in the data. In reviewing the documents, I took 

notes while reading the live chats and while reviewing the ICA’s website and past 

Convening documents. Then, I reread and reviewed this information numerous times. 

Upon finding the common themes in the four forms of data, I reorganized the material. 

This study followed the five-phased cycle to analyze qualitative data (Yin, 2009). 

The first stage of the cycle is compiling and sorting. I compiled my data, the journal, field 

notes, and interview transcripts in order to construct a database of information. Then, in 

the second phase called disassembling, I looked for themes in the data. Following that, I 

reassembled the data into the established themes. Then, in stage four, interpreting, I 

created a narrative of the thematic data. Finally, in the fifth stage, concluding, I drew 

conclusions from the reassembled narrative (Yin, 2009). 

I practiced triangulation and looked for common themes amongst my four forms 

of data collection when I analyzed the data. Triangulation helps assure the validity of the 

data.   

CONSTRAINTS 

A number of challenges arose in the study as described previously in this chapter. 

As a result, the study shifted from a story of two teenagers’ experiences at the Convening 
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to a focus on social media and the role of technology in the Convening and its impact on 

the teens experience as seen through the eyes of educators. 

CONCLUSION 

As previously discussed throughout this chapter, case study proved the most 

relevant methodology to use in this study because the research concentrated on one event, 

the Convening, during a fixed period of time. In conducting this case study I employed 

four data gathering methods: observations, field notes, documents, and interviews. 

Chapter 4 leads into the meat of the study: the presentation of data. In this next chapter I 

offer an introduction to the National Convening for Teens in the Arts, informed primarily 

by past Convening documents, then lead into a brief description of Boston and the ICA. I 

have then chosen to present the data thematically. This method of presentation most 

accurately reflects the data gathered. 
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Chapter 4: Presentation of Data 

 On the morning of August 10, 2011 I walked along Northern Avenue in Boston, 

Massachusetts keeping my eyes peeled for the Institute of Contemporary Art. This was 

my first visit to the museum and first visit to Boston in over a decade. While I had seen 

pictures of the museum online, I was uncertain as to its exact location within the city. As 

I continued walking, I reflected on the change in architecture between the stoic buildings 

encircling North Station, where I entered the city, and my current position. North Station, 

one of two main train hubs, is the home of the Boston Celtics and Boston Bruins. 

Thousands of people pass through the station daily as it serves several Massachusetts Bay 

Transportation Agency commuter rail lines and Amtrak’s Northeast Corridor service. 

 The station is blocks from Boston’s historic West End, North End, and Freedom 

Trail. It is approximately half a mile north of the Old State House, half a mile northwest 

of Paul Revere’s House, and less than a half mile west of Old North Church. The station 

is situated amongst Boston’s most historic buildings and sites. Brick dominates the 

building structures within this area, adding to its sense of history. Continue walking 

southeast and one runs into Quincy Market, a celebrated two-story brick market building 

erected in the mid-1820s. As with much of this area of Boston new shops and department 

stores surround the historic Quincy Market, creating a bustling open-air shopping center.    

 Christopher Columbus Waterfront Park lies directly across the street from Quincy 

Market. This beautiful space, constructed in honor of the Boston Bicentennial, sits 

adjacent to Boston’s traditional brick buildings in the North End. A stunning green lawn 

spans the majority of the space. Plaques with historic facts and inviting benches scatter 

throughout the space as well. The park also houses a fountain, statue of Christopher 

Columbus, an awe-inspiring rose garden, a play space, and brick pathways.  
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 Walking along the brick pathways through the spawning lawns one emerges onto 

a covered walkway lined with benches overlooking the wharf. I visited this area twice 

during my time in Boston, once in the morning on the first day of the conference and 

again the following afternoon. In the morning I saw few individuals in the park. I sat on a 

bench, notebook in hand, absorbing the surrounding scene. I felt a peace and calm while 

sitting on the park bench overlooking the clouded sea and looming sailing ships. It felt 

like I was sitting amongst American history.  

 Upon exiting the park I continued down Atlantic Avenue toward the Institute of 

Contemporary Art. Walking along the avenue, I could see large sailing ships and brilliant 

blue water peeking through the gaps in the buildings. The architectural design of the 

buildings in this area compared to the majority of downtown Boston as the exterior of the 

buildings consisted primarily of redbrick and stone. Sandwich boards advertising ship 

tours, whale watching, the New England Aquarium, and history-based walking guides 

dotted the walkway. After a few minutes I reached Northern Avenue, and shortly 

thereafter, I came upon Seaport Boulevard.  

 Seaport Boulevard, adjacent to Old Northern Avenue Bridge, crosses Fort Point 

channel, a small body of water deriving from Boston Harbor. Across the channel lie 

Boston Children’s Museum, Children’s Wharf Park, South Bay Harbor Trail, prime 

seafood eateries, and most notably the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston. Crossing 

Seaport Boulevard, I felt like I was entering a new Boston.  

 Fort Point, also the name for the neighborhood that lies across the channel, differs 

dramatically from the downtown area. Fort Point’s wider, shorter buildings, wide-spread 

gridded street layout, and multiple piers give the area a more contemporary feel as 

compared to the downtown’s cramped, winding streets with tall, red brick buildings, and 

prominent structures featuring new designs. Turning north towards Northern Avenue, I 
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was still unable to see ICA. The street itself was decorated with little shops and 

construction sites. The area appeared to be under-developed.  

 Finally, I came across a large parking lot and there I obtained my first view of the 

Institute of Contemporary Art. Windows lined the first three stories of the intriguing 

structure and a long, exterior staircase spanned from the ground to what appeared to be 

the third level. The forth and fifth floors, which seemed to have been constructed with 

vertical aluminum siding, doubled the length of the lower floors, jutting out above the 

Harbor. The museum’s grey, cool coloring and minimalistic design stood out against Bay 

Harbor. The Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston, while over 75 years old, moved to its 

new home along the waterfront in 1999 after being selected by the city of Boston to 

become part of the Fan Pier development. Designed by architects Diller Scofidio + 

Renfro, the museum opened its new doors to the public in 2006 after a seven year 

proposal, preparation, and building period. It sits quietly along Harbor Walk, an easily 

accessible walkway lining Bay Harbor. The museum itself is a piece of contemporary art. 

I approached the building still unsure of what to expect. The conference was to 

kick off with a breakfast for participants in the ICA café at a quarter past nine. It was 

only nine in the morning, the front doors were locked, and the museum did not open until 

ten. Looking in the front door glass windows I saw three people, two individuals wearing 

ICA teen tee shirts and one security guard. One of the teenagers opened the front door 

and invited me inside. She had a bright smile and professional demeanor. I told her my 

name and that I was here to observe the organization presentations, although she had 

already presumed as much. Teams from each participating institution were giving a 

twenty-minute presentation on their respective organizations. The ICA invited anyone in 

the public to attend this first day of events.  
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 I walked into the space through the glass front doors and found myself looking up 

at the underbelly of the staircase. Originally, I presumed the staircase ran solely along the 

exterior of the building. In actuality it intersected the space diagonally, acting as a partial 

covering for the main entryway. A row of two story-tall windows lined the length of the 

west and south walls. A slightly declining walkway leading to the museum’s store lay 

directly against the west wall. A shiny, silver metal handrail lined the right side of the 

walkway. Three smooth dark grey benches rested against the walkway railings leading 

from the front door to the ticket desks. The east wall of the open lobby appeared to be a 

space dedicated to artist installations and other artwork. Six flat screen televisions 

announcing ICA events, exhibits, and ticket prices hung over the main ticketing desk on 

the far north end of the entryway. The overcast skies of this morning dabbed the lobby in 

a glum grey. 

 I spoke briefly with Gabrielle Wyrick, Associate Director of Education at the 

Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston and main contact person for the Convening, who 

stood by the main desk clipboard in hand. After months of online and phone 

conversations, it was nice to finally put a face to her name and voice. Gabrielle’s 

cheerful, upbeat demeanor mirrored the tone of our email conversations. After quick 

introductions, I took a seat in the café located on the same main level directly next to the 

admissions counter and store.  

 Croissants, muffins, pastries, coffee, and juice lined the south side of the Water 

Café. I took a seat along the long row of windows overlooking the harbor and waited for 

participants to arrive. The Water Café, as reflected in its name, overlooks Bay Harbor and 

is encircled in glass windows and outdoor patio seating. This spot in the museum 

removes the building from the stereotypical notions of Boston, and rather resets the 
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visitor unto a northeastern seaside paradise. As I waited for participants to arrive I 

absorbed the scenes and motions surrounding the space.    

 The first bus of participants arrived at approximately 9:20 a.m., a little later than 

expected. Teenagers and adults shuffled into the space forming a line in front of the 

breakfast goodies and drinks. The participants bantered quietly with those standing 

immediately behind and in front of them. Small, casual conversations intertwined with 

energetic tones of nerves and exhilaration. The room, through my perceptions, felt 

charged with anticipation. After the participants grabbed their orange juice or coffee, they 

took seats at the four-person, square tables assembled throughout the café.  

 The teens engaged in quiet conversations amongst themselves and their museum 

educators as they waited for activities to begin. During this period I asked to join the 

table of two museum educators. At this point I was both anxious and thrilled. While I had 

reviewed past Convening documents and this Convening’s itinerary at length, I was not 

entirely sure of what to expect. Would I participate openly in conversation with both 

educators and teens? Would I partake in dialogues during the presentations? Would I 

have an opportunity to follow-up with participants after the Convening? These and many 

other questions raced through my head as I sat amongst these two educators. 

 We extended introductions stating our names, positions, and associated museums. 

I explained, as best I could, my reasons for being at the Convening. I stated I was a 

graduate student at The University of Texas at Austin working towards a master’s degree 

in Art Education with a focus in Museum Education. I explained I was attending the 

Convening in order to obtain data for my thesis. I said I had a strong interest in museum 

teen programs and planned someday to establish a teen program of my own or work in 

some capacity with high school students. I repeated this brief introduction numerous 

times during the first day of the conference.     
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 A few moments later Monica Garza, the ICA Director of Education, entered the 

space, introduced the Convening and schedule of events, and invited participants and 

spectators to enter the theater. Presentations would begin shortly once everyone 

transitioned upstairs. The Teen Convening was divided into three days. The first day was 

an open session, available to the general public. The last two days were closed sessions, 

involving only participants and selected invited guests. As relayed numerous times by 

ICA staff and past Convening literature prior to and during the conference, the ICA 

wanted to create a secure and comfortable environment for teens and educators to 

converse openly. The group was directed towards the massive glass elevators adjacent to 

the café and headed up to the auditorium where the presentations would begin. 

 Everyone hustled into the space. The conference participants took seats in the first 

two rows. The teenagers and educators did not sit by institution in the auditorium. In 

whole, it seemed the teens integrated themselves amongst adults from different programs. 

The group chatted quietly as everyone settled into a seat. Individuals from the public who 

came to observe the presentations sat in the third and fourth rows. In total, this group was 

made up of approximately ten people, all with diverse backgrounds and reasons for 

attending this open session.  

 Gabrielle stepped up to the podium to welcome everyone to the first day of the 

conference. After five weeks of online conversations, the Convening was officially set to 

begin. Gabrielle went through the schedule and format of the presentations. Each 

presentation would last approximately twenty minutes, leaving a few minutes at the end 

for questions. Due to such a tight time schedule Gabrielle also handed out red and yellow 

note cards and encouraged the participants and observers to write questions for teens on 

the yellow cards and questions for educators on the red note cards during the 

presentations. At the end of the presentations, Gabrielle would distribute the note cards to 
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the specified teens or educators who in turn would respond to the questions. At this time 

she also distributed bandanas with the word “SWAGG” on it. The conference was 

officially underway. 

THE NATIONAL CONVENING FOR TEENS IN THE ARTS: REAL LIFE REMIXED 

The National Convening for Teens in the Art’s history, while short, is rich with 

innovation, creativity, and significance. In August 2009, five teen art programs convened 

at the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston for an unprecedented event. Generation O: A 

National Convening for Teens in the Arts arose in part from the exemplary reaction from 

young people in the 2008 elections. Teens, too young to vote, recognized the power 

creativity joined with ambition and activism could have on initiating change (Medvedow, 

1). Therefore, the ICA with the support of John Hancock Financial Services brought 

together five exemplary museum teen art programs from The Walker Art Center in 

Minneapolis, Marwen in Chicago, The Museum of Modern Art in New York, North 

Miami Museum of Contemporary Art, and the ICA. The purpose of the conference was to 

exchange ideas, share frustrations and hopes, and explore challenges facing teenagers and 

museums.  

On the morning of August 10, 2011, over thirty teens and museum educators 

hustled into the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston for the third annual National 

Convening for Teens in the Arts, Real Life: Remixed. Teenagers and educators arrived 

prepared to participate in an intensive three-day conference filled with presentations, 

workshops, deep dialogues, and contemporary art. This year represented the largest 

Convening with nine arts organizations participating. The arts organizations came from 

various parts of the country. In fact, only two participating organizations resided in the 

same state.  And, only four organizations were veterans of the Convening. Participants 
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traveled from Minnesota, Texas, Pennsylvania, New York, Illinois, Ohio, and California 

for the three-day event.  

For Real Life: Remixed the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston invited veteran 

organizations, Marwen in Chicago, The Whitney Museum of American Art, and the 

Walker Art Center, and five organizations new to the Convening: Arthouse @ the Jones 

Center in Austin; The Andy Warhol Museum in Pittsburgh; The Ohio State University’s 

Wexner Center for the Arts; the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles; and the San 

Diego Museum of Contemporary Art. Two teen representatives and an educator from 

each organization were invited to participate in the events.  

A majority of the participants, both teens and educators, from the numerous 

institutions had never met physically, but had met virtually through five-weeks of 

facilitated online conversations. In 2009 in Generation O, the ICA’s Teen Arts Council 

facilitated four weeks of online discussions on Ning, an online platform that enables 

groups to create their own social networking base. On Ning, the creator of the network 

controls who can and who cannot join the group, producing the utmost privacy. On the 

Ning established by the ICA for the Convening, after joining the Convening network, 

each participant created a page, and prepared to partake in discussions on Ning’s 

blogging page. The group met for a fixed period of time once a week for four weeks. 

During these online conversations, participants decided upon the topics to expand upon at 

the Convening in August. These topics were (a) Teen perspective: what are the key 

qualifications of a youth administrator, (b) Controversy and art, (c) The challenge of 

gender-specific programs, (d) How is an institute-based program different from a 

community outreach program? (e) What happens next? Taking high school programming 

to the next level, (f) Facebook Faceoff: effective ways to use technology to connect teens, 

and (g) Entrepreneurship or Education?  
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In 2011, the ICA switched from Ning to a new platform called Cover It Live, a 

real time blogging tool. The students and educators met on the ICA’s teen website every 

Wednesday for five weeks prior to the Convening to participate in a two-hour, real time 

conversation. Cover It Live mimics a chat room. Each person has his or her own screen 

name and submits comments, thoughts, and questions at will. As with the Ning 

experience, only individuals invited by the ICA could participate in the two-hour 

conversations.  

On August 10, 2011, after ten hours of online chatting, the participants finally met 

face-to-face in Boston. The presentations were divided into three sets with breaks for 

museum tours in-between each group of presentations. The ICA presented first, followed 

by the Wexner Center for the Arts, the Walker Art Center, and Museum of Contemporary 

Art San Diego. A PowerPoint with pictures, and sometimes video, projected on the giant 

screen behind the podium accompanied each of the presentations. Teens and educators 

split the introductory speaking time by highlighting the features and objectives of the teen 

programs. The teenagers also spoke candidly about their reasons for joining their 

museum program, favorite aspects of the programs, biggest challenges, and aspirations 

for the program and their own futures.  

After these four presentations, the group broke for a communal lunch followed by 

a tour of the exhibition, The Record: Contemporary Art and Vinyl, led by members of the 

ICA’s Teen Arts Council. The large group split into two and headed upstairs to the 

exhibit. The tour lasted approximately thirty minutes during which time the teen guides 

highlighted their favorite pieces, asked the group questions, and drew connections 

between the artworks.   

After the tour, the group headed back to the auditorium to continue the 

presentations. The Whitney; Arthouse; and Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles 
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presented next followed by a quick coffee break and a thirty-minute tour of the exhibition 

Catherine Opie: Empty and Full, again led by members of the ICA Teen Arts Council. 

After the tour, upon returning to the auditorium, Marwen and the Andy Warhol Museum 

rounded out the last of the group presentations. In the evening, the ICA invited and 

encouraged all participants to attend the Teen Night, Real Life Remixed. The Teen Night, 

open and free to Boston teenagers, included a free ice cream bar, local musical artists, 

and an appearance by a special guest artist with work in The Record exhibition.  

The second day of the Convening marked the beginning of the closed-door 

discussion sessions. Once again participants arrived at the ICA a little after nine for a 

quick breakfast. Instantly chatter filled the space. Representatives from the institutions no 

longer sat together. Rather, teens from one program sat with teens and educators from 

another. The boisterous conversations continued until Jill Medvedow, Director of the 

ICA, entered to offer welcoming remarks. After her brief yet inspiring words, students 

and educators formed a line. One by one the participants introduced themselves to the 

Director.  

This busy day started with an art-making session led by visiting artist Dario 

Robleto, who worked with ICA teens earlier in the year and whose work was on view in 

The Record: Contemporary Art and Vinyl exhibition. Dario, a Texas native, spent a short 

period of time discussing his work and process, and then encouraged participants, teens 

and educators alike, to create their own art pieces. The ICA provided a plethora of 

supplies for this activity and the participants got straight to work.   

Upon completion of this program, the group broke for a one-hour lunch, again 

provided by the ICA. After lunch the real work began when participants rejoined each 

other for Work Session #1.  The afternoon was broken into two work sessions with two 

topics each. The topics for the workshops were culled from the online forums. Teens 
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from the ICA’s Teens Arts Council served as timekeepers and moderators for the 

sessions. Each session lasted 45 minutes with four sessions in total.  

For Generation O in 2009, participants discussed seven topics at the Convening. 

In 2010, the ICA nearly halved the number of discussion topics to four, giving the group 

time to explore the issues in more depth.  During the 2010 Convening, Art & Identity, the 

participants focused on exploring  (a) Museums as Safe Spaces, (b) Leadership 

Opportunities in Museums, (c) Civic Engagement and Social Justice, and 4) Education in 

the 21st Century. For the 2011 Convening, Real Life: Remixed, the group once again 

discussed four topics. These topics were (a) Advocacy, (b) Skills, (c) Experimentation, 

and (d) Challenging Subject Matter. The findings from these discussions, along with in 

depth explanations of the meanings of the topics, have yet to be released by the ICA. 

On the third and final day of the Convening, participants once again met at the 

ICA. From here, for the first time during the conference, the ICA staff split the group 

between educators and teenagers. The educators headed to the ICA Board Room to 

participate in a professional development roundtable, followed by lunch in the ICA. In 

2010, the first year of the professional development roundtable, educators along with 

other professionals working with the arts and teens joined to build upon the teen driven 

discussion from the previous day.  Teen museum programs are unique programs, just as 

the educators or adult advisors of these programs are unique individuals. The professional 

development prompted powerful discussions on how the programs could implement 

conclusions derived from the teen driven dialogues (Medvedow, 2010). The ICA decided 

to repeat the professional development for the 2011 Convening.  

During this period, the teens “hit the streets,” heading to an early lunch at Chauw 

Chow City, followed by a Tour of Chinatown led by Boston teen group A-Voyce. The 

teens and educators reconvened in the early afternoon for an upper deck bus tour of 
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Boston. After a quick ice cream at the ICA, the participants departed the Convening and 

returned to their home states, each personally bringing back a plethora of experiences, 

thoughts, and inspirations.  

The next section of this chapter provides an overview of the educators who 

provided interviews for this study. Each person offered new insights, thoughts, and 

information on the Convening, technology, and the teens’ experiences.  

OVERVIEW OF EDUCATORS PERTINENT TO THIS STUDY 

Gabrielle Wyrick 

Gabrielle is the Associate Director of Education at the Institute of Contemporary 

Art/Boston. She served as the primary contact person and organizer of the 2011 National 

Convening for Teens in the Arts. I emailed Gabrielle in February 2011 inquiring about 

the Convening. We remained in contact through email and phone communications 

leading up to the conference in August. Gabrielle served as my main contact for the 

study. In August we finally had the opportunity to meet at the Convening. In November I 

interviewed her over the phone about the ICA’s use of technology in its teen programs 

and the NCTA. 

Erin Gentry 

Erin is the Teen Program Manager at Arthouse @ the Jones Center and served as 

Arthouse’s education representative at the NCTA. I have known Erin for almost two 

years. I served as an Education Intern for one of Erin’s teen program, Young Artists @ 

Arthouse, in the summer of 2010.  We spoke briefly in August at the Convening and in 

January 2012, I formally interviewed Erin at Arthouse. During this interview we 

primarily spoke about Arthouses’ experiences with the online forums. 
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Joe Douillette 

Joe, the Teen New Media Program Manager at the ICA, and I spoke in August when I 

traveled to Boston for the Convening. Joe has been with the ICA for nearly ten years. In 

his position, he has seen the teen new media programs evolve. He also played a 

prominent role in the establishment of the ICA teen website, expansion of digital media 

programs, and construction of the online forums. 

Monica Garza 

Monica is the Director of Education at the ICA. During the second day of the Convening, 

Monica, Joe, and I sat down in the museum’s digital media lab to discuss the ICA’s 

commitment to technology. I conducted the informal interview with Monica and Joe 

simultaneously. It was interesting sitting in the space we were discussing. At the end of 

our discussion, Monica directed me to other institutions in Boston dedicated to 

technology and teen education.   

THEMES EMERGING FROM THE INTERVIEWS, OBSERVATIONS, JOURNAL, AND 
DOCUMENTS 

While reviewing my experience, a number of themes appeared from the multiple 

data sources, which included the interviews, field notes, documents, and observations. 

When an idea appeared in a combination of three data sources, such as two interviews 

and my field notes, I labeled this idea as a “theme”. In total, seven themes emerged from 

the data. The following ideas and themes recurred in the interviews, journal, documents, 

and field notes: 

 Identity–the personas created and presented in the online discussions by the 

teens and educators 

 Equity of Voice–equality of voice between educators and teenagers 
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 Developing Relationships and Making Connections-developing relationships 

and making connections between educators, teens, professionals, and 

communities 

 Technology as a Tool for Reflection–the use of technology based 

communications as a tool for reflection on a topic 

 Technology in Teen Programs–the integration of technology in the participating 

museums’ teen programs 

 Challenges with Online Interactions–the challenges that arose through the online 

conversations for both teens and educators 

 Filling a Need–the purposes museums’ teen programs filled in their respective 

communities, the National Convening filled in the field, and the online forums 

filled in the Convening. 

The themes presented in this chapter do not necessarily represent the roles social 

media played in the teens’ experiences or the impact of social media on the Convening. 

Rather, these themes reflect ideas stemming from the online forums, Convening 

presentations, and the use of technology in the participating museums’ teen programs. In 

Chapter 5 I reveal the conclusions synthesized from the data. Important factors and 

aspects of the online conversations and technology-based dialogues mirrored the 

important factors and aspects found in face-to-face communications between the 

participants. This chapter also explores these themes in relation to the teen programs at 

the Convening. The remainder of the chapter explores these seven themes in greater 

detail. 
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Identity 

The theme of “identity” emerged from the data. Identity in this case refers to 

characteristics and personas of participants portrayed through digital conversations. For 

five weeks Convening participants met on the ICA’s teen website on Wednesday 

evenings to engage in a two-hour live-chat conversation.  Each week the same people 

returned to the website to participate in a new conversation and during this time teens and 

educators began connecting a person’s name to the person’s comments. Erin and I spoke 

about this at length during our interview.  

Erin revealed that personas and identities for the teens and educators started to 

form during these digital conversations. She said, “when you’re chatting with a group 

you see their name again and again and you start to build a personality for them. So even 

for me, some of the students I had preconceived notions about who they were.” Erin 

discussed how this sometimes posed challenges, as the persona built online did not match 

the person’s actual personality. This happened with one teenager at Arthouse. Erin and I 

discussed her perception of the teenagers’ reactions to George’s online persona.   

Arthouse’s teen participants had two very different backgrounds. One of 

Arthouse’s participants, Grace1, attended a technology-based high school. She possessed 

a number of computer skills and had no problem accessing the forums on her own. She 

continually joked and partook in friendly banter with the other teens in the live chats. 

George, Arthouse’s other participant, on the other hand, was not as tech savvy. He did 

not have an email address or at-home computer access. He also did not attend a private or 

technology based school in Austin. Basically, he hated computers, but engaging in the 

online forums was a condition to participating in the Convening. While the tech aspects 

                                                
1 The names of all minors and teen participants have been changed.   
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of the Convening were difficult for George to accomplish, Erin was impressed with the 

way he persevered.  

Erin said George had gotten into a couple of situations where his comments were 

read incorrectly. For example, in one of the forums the group got into a discussion about 

gender. George stated something to the effect of, “All I know is that I’m a man’s man.” 

Some of the student reacted negatively.  George did not understand what was wrong.  He 

had not openly discussed cultural differences or cultural awareness in his high school 

curricula. However, the other teens participating in the online forums did not know this 

about George. According to Erin, he “created a reputation for himself before the 

Convening even started.” She remembered that in Boston when he was introducing 

himself people reacted as if to say, “So you’re George…” They had already developed a 

persona for George based on the impression given in the online forums. However, the 

online identity did not match the George the students met at the Convening. Erin 

reiterated the difficulty of defining a person’s identity based solely from the virtual 

communications. So many cultural and gesture cues are missing from the online chats 

and conversations. 

Also, Gabrielle and I discussed the uses of the ICA teen website to promote 

identity formation. Teen participants of the ICA teen programs are encouraged to create 

an online profile on the teen website. On the profile, teens publish the workshops they 

participated in, artwork they created, and inspirations drawn. It is a professional space for 

the teens. They can use the site as a reference when applying to colleges or professional 

organizations. Basically, the students create an artistic and professional identity for 

themselves on the teen website.   

These profiles are available for public viewing on the ICA teen website. The 

profiles contain a range of content. For instance, in reviewing the website, I found one 
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student who displays a short biography, a link to his personal website, five examples of 

artwork, and a blog that primarily outlines his production schedule and process on his 

profile. From this profile, I learned the student has participated in the 2012 Fast Forward 

program.  Another student’s profile shows two recent video pieces and one audio 

artwork. The profile also links to a blog where she presents her new ideas for artwork and 

asks for feedback. This student has participated in the 2011 and 2012 Fast Forward 

programs. The profiles of the teen participants reveal aspects of the teens’ personality as 

portrayed through their digital work.  

 Equity of Voice 

Prior to the Convening, the teens and educators from the participating institutions 

engaged in five weeks of online conversations on the ICA teen website through a 

platform called Cover It Live. The ICA embedded Cover It Live into a protected part of 

the teen website. Each participant, teen and educator, had to be invited by an ICA staff 

member to participate in the discussion. Each person then created a user name and 

password with which they could use to access the online forums at any location. The only 

people who could view or participate in these online conversations were the people 

directly invited by the group administrator, in this case Gabrielle. The first four online 

forums cannot be accessed on the ICA teen website by the public. The fifth conversation, 

Controversial/Challenging Subject Matter, however, is open to the public. The 

conversation reads like a chat, displaying chronologically participants’ responses and 

comments.  

When I reviewed this fifth forum on the ICA’s teen website, I could not tell at 

first who was an educator and who was a teenager. Each person who participated in the 

online forum developed a “screen name.” When a person typed a response during the 
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discussion his or her screen name appeared next to the typed text. The screen names 

revealed only two things about the participants: name and institution. The names did not 

identify the participants’ identity as educator or teenager. Certain references or cues in 

the conversation indicated who might be the teen and who might be an educator, but there 

were not any definite distinctions. Erin and I discussed this during her interview. Erin 

said she would go through the conversation and try to distinguish whether the participant 

was an adult or a student. She said, “Sometimes you couldn’t tell, which was kind of 

cool.” Everyone was on an equal playing field. 

As I read through the forum, it appeared that the teenagers held an equal voice to 

the adults. In 2009 the ICA used a platform called Ning to facilitate the discussions. Ning 

is a social media platform that enables people to create their own social media networks. 

The ICA used a similar platform for the 2010 Convening. Gabrielle and I discussed the 

transition from Ning to Cover It Live, which is a real-time, live blogging tool. She stated 

that one of the feedback comments they had received from teens last year after the 2010 

Convening was about why the teens believed there was not as much teen participation, as 

compared to the educators, in the Ning forums. The teens felt the Ning blogs were a 

conversation for adults. Gabrielle relayed that “adults were coming in and entering three-

paragraph responses. [The teens] felt a little intimidated and felt like it was a little too 

formal.” For the 2011 Convening the ICA wanted to use a platform that was a little more 

informal to cultivate more teen participation. Thus, they chose Cover It Live, a live 

blogging tool embedded into a host’s website. It did produce more participation. This 

year, 100% of teens participated in the online forums, a drastic increase from the 75-80% 

participation of previous years.   

I discovered as well through the presentations on the first day of the conference 

that the museum teen programs promote equity of voice. One example stemmed from the 
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presentation by The Ohio State University’s Wexner Center for the Arts’ team. During 

their presentation, the representative from the Wexner shared a promotional video for 

their programs. The video states that the Wexner staff motivates students to embrace a 

professional identity early in life. A Wexner staff member in the video says teens can “be 

film makers now” or “be artists now.” Students do not have to wait to grow up to do 

something or become someone. The Wexner’s wealth of teen programs supports this 

claim. The art center collaborates with a number of community organizations and offers a 

plethora of classes, which include film and digital media courses, internship 

opportunities, and an environment-based arts program. In the environment-based arts 

program teens work with an artist-mentor and create and present a real grant proposal to 

the museum. The teens, if accepted, then receive funds to complete their projects. The 

Wexner teen representatives spoke professionally and confidentially during the team’s 

presentation, mirroring the actions of their arts educator.  

Developing Relationships and Making Connections 

Developing relationships and making connections with peers, colleagues, and 

professionals emerged as an important aspect of the online forums and teen programs. 

The Convening connected teens with other teens, educators, artists, and professionals, 

both on and off line. It also connected educators with other educators. During the online 

conversations, the teenagers were friendly, throwing around jokes and getting to know 

each other. When I arrived at the Convening in August, the ICA handed participants 

bandanas marked with the word “Swagg.”  The teens laughed a little and all were excited. 

I looked around slightly confused. I had not read anything about this in the literature 

leading up to the Convening. It turns out “Swagg” was an inside joke that grew out of the 

online conversations. Since I did not have access to the first four online forums, I am 
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uncertain as to how the term evolved or its internal meaning. However, as made apparent 

through my observations, it was a term that helped to bring the group together.   

The excitement and unique experience of the Convening united the teens and 

educators.  The live chats stirred up excitement, interest, and anticipation for the 

conference. It threw all the participants into a new, intriguing situation, a point they could 

bond over. Erin described how the live forums helped her connect with Arthouse’s teen 

participants: 

The build up was very exciting. To see the other students excited was really cool 
and to share that awkward experience with the students was cool. [George], 
[Grace], and I all together were like ‘what is going on?’ We had an initial way to 
connect about not knowing anybody. 

On the first morning of the Convening at breakfast I observed participants sitting 

according to institution. The teens from the Wexner sat with the educator from the 

Wexner; Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles (MOCA) teens sat with the MOCA 

educator; and so on.  Everyone chatted quietly then headed into the auditorium. At 

breakfast on the second morning of the Convening I observed teens from one museum 

sitting with teens and educators from another institution.  Participants were no longer 

separated by origin or separated by teens with teens, educators with educators.  The room 

was filled with animated dialogues and laughs. This was a radical shift from the quiet 

banter of the first morning. Erin expanded on this with her own observations: 

It was interesting at the conference to see how little cliques formed, like how 
certain people were hanging out more with each other. It was very cool to see how 
[cliques] would change. One educator would be with teens from a different 
museum. It was cool to see how they would connect not just by museum or teens 
and educators, but also by interests and personality.  

Erin confirmed what I had observed on the second morning of the Convening.  
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 In the fifth forum the students discussed a number of artists they had met through 

their respective programs. This communication emphasizes the importance of connecting 

teens with artists. Discussions of both the artists’ works and the interactions students had 

with these artists fueled powerful dialogues in the live chat.  For instance, Mark 

Bradford, an artist who exhibited at the ICA, Wexner, and MCA Chicago, came up in the 

fifth forum. The students from the ICA and Wexner had worked with Mark Bradford as 

part of their teen programs and a number of students were familiar with his work.  

Bradford uses found objects associated with his past, community, and African-American 

culture. These objects include merchant posters, end papers, and hair foil. With these 

materials, Bradford creates powerful large-scale collages that comment not only on his 

life as a gay man in East Los Angeles, but also to stereotypes and dynamics of race, 

gender, and economics. In the online forum, one student mentioned Mark Bradford’s 

work. This sparked a deep conversation about stereotypes in art.  

 Another artist, Dr. Lakra, who worked with 2010 Convening participants and the 

ICA Teen Arts Council members, prompted a debate on censorship in museums and 

contemporary art. Dr. Lakra, a tattoo artist living and working near Mexico City, 

transfers highly detailed and crafted tattoos onto idealized 1950s Mexican magazine 

figures. A number of students were aware of a censorship issue in which a museum 

refused to show eight of Dr. Lakra’s prints because they were considered too racy and 

pornographic. Therefore, the conversation shifted to censorship and museums.  

 The ICA and a number of the other teen programs advocate mentorships between 

teens and contemporary artists. For example, on the second day of the Convening, teens 

and educators participated in a workshop with Dario Robleto, a contemporary artist who 

previously worked with ICA’s Teen Arts Council. In the session, Dario talked about 

contemporary art, his artwork, and facilitated a studio activity. He spoke openly with 
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students, offering feedback and answering questions. Dario also participated in the 

closed-door discussion session that afternoon. He was a large part of the Convening 

experience, just as contemporary art and contemporary artists are a large part of the 

museum teen programs.  

 The teen programs also encourage collaboration and relationship development 

both within and outside of the museum. A number of the representatives during the 

presentations spoke about collaborations both within their own programs and other 

programs in the community. TAC regularly collaborates with other teen programs at the 

ICA. For example, TAC and Fast Forward collaborate on artist interviews. TAC prepares 

the questions and conducts the interview while fast Forward students record and edit the 

footage. It is a team effort. The Wexner staff collaborates with numerous teen 

organizations in Columbus, including Kaleidoscope, a youth center dedicated to 

supporting Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, and Queer (LBGTQ) youth, as well as 

Hawkhouse, a space for homeless teenagers. Representatives from The Andy Warhol 

Museum, Arthouse, and the Whitney, all spoke about collaborations with outside 

organizations as well. The teen participants from the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los 

Angeles even spoke about the importance of networking and maintaining relationships 

with professionals.  

 Both the Walker and ICA teen websites are used to develop relationships and 

make connections.  In our interview, Gabrielle expanded on the teen website’s purpose: 

We use the ICA’s teen website as really a hub for all teen programs, and it was 
formulated for that purpose. It is a central location for teens who are participating 
in our programs, whether they be Fast Forward [students] or teens who are in our 
workshops, to share their ideas about their classes, communicate with their 
instructors or other students, and also have a space where they can display their 
work.  
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Instructors communicate regularly with students through the web space. Joe expressed in 

our conversation that the teen website plays a large role in the new media programs. Each 

student is required to join the online group prior to the workshop or program. Students 

and educators participate in conversations on the site before, during, and after the class. 

Students can easily access site links, curriculums, and engage in conversations with peers 

and staff in this virtual space. Some of the class groups for the ICA’s technology 

programs are private while some of the groups are public. The main purpose of the online 

space is to connect the group and facilitate conversation, a purpose similar to the 

Convening’s online forums.  

Technology as a Tool for Reflection 

Four data sources, my interviews with Erin and Gabrielle, the online forum, and 

my observations, revealed the theme of technology as a tool for reflection. Reflection is 

the time a person uses to think about the topic, such as reflection on an incident, event, or 

question. For the purpose of this study, reflection refers to the time and process of 

thinking about a question or topic. It is the time in-between a question and response that a 

person takes to reveal an answer.  

During the online forums participants determined what topics they wanted to 

discuss further at the face-to-face meeting. Erin thought this was one of the important 

purposes of the live chats. Teenagers had time after the online discussions to think and 

reflect on the topics. A majority of the topics discussed at the Convening were not overt 

parts of the teen programs. Rather, they were larger questions surrounding museums and 

other challenges facing teenagers. The teens needed some time to prepare for the 

discussion, to reflect on the topics before physically coming together as a group. In 

reviewing the topics online before the Convening, teens were able to organize their 
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thoughts and brainstorm ideas for an extended period of time prior to the one-day of 

dialogue at the on-site conference.  

In 2009 and 2010, the ICA used the blogging site Ning to facilitate the online 

discussions. With Ning participants were able to literally write two or three paragraph 

responses because they had ample time to reflect on a question. However, the Cover It 

Live software, a real-time chatting platform used in 2011, did not enable as meaningful 

reflections to take place during the conversation as Ning had. This challenge is explored 

later in this chapter. 

One of the benefits I had of reading the fifth online forum on the Cover It Live 

platform after it took place, and not in real time, was having the ability to reflect on the 

content. I read the conversation in its entirety at my own speed and leisure without the 

constraint of having to follow a fast-paced, continually changing dialogue. I found that 

some really rich responses evolved from the two-hour chat on Cover It Live. In the this 

time frame, the group discussed censorship in museums, approaching difficult subject 

matter with teens, challenging societal standards through art, “crossing the line,” and 

economics in relation to controversial art. Two comments stood out in the conversation: 

“As long as we have art, we have power against authority,” and “I think at least some art 

created HAS to challenge society's standards and limits, or else art would be little more 

than decoration and would not substantially impact the growth and development of 

society as a whole.” My review and reflection on these discussions revealed a more 

complex level of conversation than I originally believed after reading the content for the 

first time.    

The ICA staff encourages students and teachers to use the teen website as a tool 

for reflection. Students can utilize the site to reflect on pieces viewed in the galleries. Or, 

they can employ the site to discuss the progress and process of their own artwork. In one 



 68 

example a student posted a reflection on an artwork in the gallery. A teacher replied to 

his post encouraging the student to think about a particular topic. Then, the student came 

back saying “Oh, this is a great idea. This is what I do. Here are some of my ideas.” So 

one can see how the students and educators are using the site as a place for dialogue and 

as a place for reflection. One of the benefits of conducting these conversations online is 

their permanency. The conversations are written, documented. Students, staff, and other 

individuals can look back on the documents, much as I am doing, and reflect on their 

contents.  

Commitment to Technology  

In reviewing the data I found that all of the participating teen programs integrate 

technology components into their programming. The programs, especially the ICA’s as I 

will expand upon later in this section, displayed a commitment to incorporating 

technology in their teen programs.  Both the ICA and Walker Arts Center have websites 

dedicatedly solely to teenagers.  The Wexner; Museum of Contemporary Art, Los 

Angeles; San Diego Museum of Contemporary Art; Arthouse; Whitney; Marwen; and 

Warhol, according to their respective websites and presentations at the NCTA, offer 

programs and workshops to teens that incorporate social media, film, and digital media.  

Joe, Monica, and I spoke extensively about the importance of technology in the 

ICA’s teen programs. Fast Forward, the ICA’s first digitally based program, started in the 

late 1990s. Since then, the museum’s technology programs have grown to include digital 

media workshops, classes, and partnerships. Some of the workshops and classes include 

Disc Jockey school 101, a six-week Disc Jockey class; Advanced Digital Photography, a 

four day class; Teen Artist Encounter: Swoon, a one-day workshop with contemporary 

artist Swoon; and Video Boot Camp, a week-long intensive video course. The programs 
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range in length from one-day to multi-week sessions.  Prices for the programs also vary, 

but full scholarships are available to Boston Public School teenagers. 

Joe, the ICA Teen New Media Program Manager, said that when he joined the 

staff in 2003 digital media workshops took place only two afternoons per week in a 

cramped, small, commercial space. Now the museum hosts multi-week and single day 

workshops, a New Work Mentor Program, and Fast Forward. This past year alone 147 

teens participated in digital media workshops and programs.  

Additionally, the ICA is dedicated to providing teens with current and 

professional equipment. When the museum moved to the waterfront location, 

administrative staff at the ICA agreed to replace all digital media equipment in the new 

media labs every five years. This ensured students would be working with the most up-

to-date equipment and technologies. In addition to this, the ICA maintains numerous 

partnerships with tech-based organizations. For instance, Monica said they currently have 

a partnership with Adobe. In exchange for updated software, the ICA lets Adobe use the 

digital media space and auditorium for employee trainings.   

Challenges With Online Interactions 

Online conversations have both benefits and challenges. One of the main 

challenges of Cover It Live, the real-time blogging tool used in the 2011 Convening, was 

the speed of conversation. More than twenty people who cannot see or hear each other 

participated in the same conversation online, asking and answering questions at the same 

time.  As I previously mentioned, I had a difficult time reading and understanding parts 

of the forum. At points, I felt like I was reading four different conversations. One 

participant during the discussion even asked, “Can anyone repeat the question? I’m really 

confused now.” He or she said this after three questions appeared on the screen within 
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seconds of each other.  Erin revealed that George, as with probably most participants, had 

a difficult time keeping up with the conversation as well.  

Gabrielle agreed the fast pace of the discussions presented a few challenges. First, 

the pace of the conversation did not lend itself to immediate, in-depth reflection on a 

topic. The conversation moved so quickly and consisted primarily of short one or two 

line responses. Gabrielle said by the time a person really reflected on a topic, the group 

was already on to a different subject. With Ning, a blog-based social network, 

participants had time to enter in one or two paragraph responses. This only happened a 

handful of times in the Cover It Live conversations. 

Secondly, the rapid, instant format of the live chats required much mediation. As I 

mentioned previously, a large number of people, both teenagers and educators, were 

participating in one online conversation. As is to be expected, the conversation veered off 

topic a couple of times. Gabrielle attested that sometimes the conversations required 

mediation as the teenagers were also trying to get to know each other while also engaging 

in deep dialogues and conversations. They would ask casual questions or make off topic 

comments. When I reviewed the forum, I found a few spurts of random, friendly 

comments from teens, such as “the pizza’s here!” At those points the ICA teens stepped 

in and redirected the conversation back to the topic at hand. The conversations required 

constant mediation.  

In our interview, Erin brought up another challenge of online chats. George 

attended a school where they spent little time breaking down social constructs, which was 

a big part of the Convening’s conversations. She said at one point the group started 

discussing racism and genocide. George made a comment regarding racism and genocide 

that offended a number of other participants. To his defense, George did not know there 

was any genocide going on in the world. This was not a topic he discussed in school, but 
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many of the other participants had or were aware of these global events. As a result, 

George found himself in a couple of difficult situations where his comments were 

incorrectly interpreted. Erin asserted, “It’s hard to bridge those cultural differences or 

education differences or class differences through chatting with strangers.” The speed of 

the conversation and lack of facial expressions and cultural cues made it difficult to 

address these issues.  

Filling a Need 

Equally important as the learning of our adolescent participants was that of the 
participating museums. With recent studies documenting notable declines in 
attendance at theater, ballet, opera, jazz, and museums, and equally dire reports 
about commensurate cuts in school art programs, understanding how best to build 
participation of teens in the art is an urgent matter for our field and our 
communities. (Medvedow, 2009, p. 1) 

The National Convening for Teens in the Arts, as expressed in the 2009 Educational 

Report, a document published by the ICA highlighting the Convening’s conversations 

and events, is filling an urgent need in the museum and art education fields, just as each 

of the other participating museums’ teen programs are filling a need in their community 

and the field at large. During the presentations on the first day of the conference, six of 

the nine participating institution representatives stated their respective program ultimately 

evolved because of an educational or cultural need within their community. Drastic 

budget cuts in education have resulted in the withdrawal of art education curriculum from 

numerous school districts, including many in Boston, Los Angeles, and Chicago, which 

are the homes of the ICA, MOCA, and Marwen. The educational budget cuts in Boston 

drove the ICA to expand its teen programming. According to Monica, 65% of new media 

workshop participants are Boston Public School (BPS) students. These programs are free 

of charge to BPS students. The ICA teen website evolved during this period as well. 
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Creating the website revitalized the ICA’s commitment to teens, technology, and the 

ICA’s educational programming. 

 The teen representatives from the Museum of Contemporary Art, Los Angeles 

(MOCA) presented two shocking facts: (a) 1/3 of the population in Los Angeles is under 

18 years of age; and (b) California is ranked first in prisons, in offenders incarcerated, 

and 41st in education in the United States. MOCA teen programs strive to find new ways 

to engage Los Angeles’ youth. Last year, the Teen Arts Council at MOCA managed to 

host a teen night where 2300 teens attended, a drastic increase from the 800 teens that 

attended two years previously.   

 Marwen is filling a similar need to that of the ICA and MOCA. Chicago began 

switching to charter schools with the downfall of the economy and poor public education 

budgets. According to the Marwen representatives, a number of these charter schools in 

Chicago do not offer arts education programs and most public schools eliminated their 

arts programs. Marwen is a space that offers free, self-selected programs to Chicago 

teenagers. One of the Marwen student representatives participated in an incredible thirty-

two classes at Marwen. 

 Arthouse’s Young Artists @ Arthouse program developed from a need to engage 

Austin’s under-served teenage community. Many of Club Arthouse’s participants 

attended magnet, private, or charter schools. Most of these teens are adept in arts related 

language, skills, and dialogue. Young Artists is a free program primarily geared toward 

under-served Austin high school students. The program, which meets every Saturday for 

ten weeks, provides participants with free art supplies. The group visits a number of 

different art spaces in Austin, including museums, galleries, and Co-ops, conducts 

portfolio reviews with an Austin arts advocate; participates in group critiques; and builds 

digital portfolios of the work they create. Representatives from the Museum of 
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Contemporary Art, San Diego (MCASD) said one of the program’s main missions is to 

reach out to teens in the community. The MCASD Teen Arts Council hosts a thematic 

event titled Artification, where teens in the community are invited to the MCASD to 

participate in a free artfest.  

Just as the National Convening is filling a need in the field and the teen programs 

are also doing this in their communities, the online forums are serving a need within the 

Convening. I spoke with Gabrielle briefly about why the ICA started using the online 

forums in conjunction with the conference. While she was not certain, she said one of the 

reasons might be that the ICA recognized that the teens were going to be together, but 

really could only be together for three days. The online forums were a way of connecting 

teens and educators from different parts of the country in a very real way. It provided a 

bonding experience that could start before the three-day conference and extend beyond it. 

Rather than have one day of intensive discussions, teens and educators spend five weeks 

getting to know each other and developing topics to explore further in the face-to-face 

meeting.  

CONCLUSION 

The seven themes that emerged from the data reflect ideas from the online 

forums, Convening presentations, and the use of technology in participating teen 

programs. These themes reveal how technology is used in the Convening and teen 

programs to form personas and identity, promote equity of voice, develop relationships 

and make connections, and both enforce and inhibit reflection. The themes additionally 

reveal challenges with online conversations, the use of technology in participating teen 

programs, and the means in which the participating teen programs, National Convening, 

and online forums fill varying needs. Analysis of the themes shows the role of technology 
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in the teens’ experiences at the Convening and the impact of technology on the 

Convening as a whole. These ideas are explored further in the concluding chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions 

This study explored the role social media played in the teenagers’ experience at 

the National Convening for Teens in the Arts held at the Institute of Contemporary 

Art/Boston, as well as the impact of digital communications on the conference as a 

whole. For this study, I completed observations during the first day and second morning 

of the Convening at the ICA, recorded field notes in a journal, reviewed and analyzed 

documents and websites associated with the event, and conducted interviews with four 

educators connected with the both the ICA and the Convening. These observations, field 

notes, document analysis, and interviews with educators proved to reveal key insights 

relevant to this study, which are explored in this final chapter. In Chapter 4, after 

analyzing and organizing the information, I presented seven themes that emerged from 

the data. These themes developed when ideas were found in three or more data sources. 

These themes did not fully answer the questions established in Chapter 1. Rather, they 

provided information on technology, teen programs, and the Convening in whole.  

This final chapter synthesizes these themes to reveal findings related to the 

research questions established at the beginning of the study. In this chapter, I also relate 

the findings to the theoretical framework established in Chapter 2. This study revealed 

that technology played two key roles in the teens’ experience at the Convening. First, 

technology sparked the conversation. Second, technology set the teen-driven and teen-

focused voice of the Convening. Both of these roles are explored in further detail later in 

the chapter. The study also revealed that technology impacted the entire Convening by 

establishing a community amongst participants. The final question the study sought to 

answer was: How might these modes of communication be expanded and enriched for a 

larger audience? In synthesizing the data, I discovered this was not the right question to 
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ask. Rather, the data exposed that these modes of communication should not be expanded 

for a larger audience. The term larger for the purpose of this study refers to a quantity. A 

number of complications evolved during the online conversations, making it questionable 

whether these modes of communication would be appropriate for a numerically larger 

audience. However, the study did reveal that technology-based conversations might be 

suitable for audiences beyond teenagers. This notion is explored in greater detail later in 

this chapter. Finally, this chapter discloses suggestions for future research and the 

benefits of the study to the field.  

REVISITING THE QUESTIONS 

This study sought to answer three questions.  

1.  What role does social media and technology play in the teens’ experience at 

the National Convening for Teens in the Arts at the Institute of Contemporary 

Art/ Boston?  

2. How do these communications impact the Convening?  

3. How might these modes of communication be expanded and enriched for a 

larger audience?  

When I first reviewed these questions in conjunction with the data, I had difficulty 

separating Question One and Question Two. At first, they appeared to be inquiring about 

something similar. However, the first question speaks strictly to the teens’ experience 

while the second question speaks to the Convening as a whole. The latter includes 

educators, teens, participating teen programs, and the ICA. For Question Three, I found 

that while the conversations are not suitable for a larger audience, they might be fitting 

for a broader audience. The term broader for the purpose of this study refers to a quality 
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characteristic and not one of quantity. The following sections delve into the findings of 

the study. 

THE ROLE OF SOCIAL MEDIA IN THE TEENS’ EXPERIENCE 

The first question this study sought to answer relates strictly to the teen 

participants and their experiences at the National Convening for Teens in the Arts at the 

Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston. After analyzing the data and synthesizing the 

themes in relation to the question, I discovered two main roles of technology specific to 

the teen experience. First, technology triggered the conversation. It was through the 

online forums that the teens created deep and rich dialogues about contemporary art, 

museums, and teen education, as well as started their exploration of conference topics. 

Secondly, technology established the teen-driven and teen-focused voice present in the 

entirety of the Convening. These conclusions derive from the data collected in this study, 

which consisted primarily of interviews with educators, my observations at the 

Convening, field notes, and reflections on conference documents and the fifth online 

forum.  

Sparked the conversation 

One of the roles of social media and technology in the teens’ experiences at the 

National Convening for Teens in the Arts was it initiated the conversation. For two hours 

each week for five weeks teens and educators met on the ICA’s website to participate in a 

series of conversations. In this period, the teens discussed a number of topics, 

culminating in a three-day conference, which included four intensive discussion sessions 

regarding topics discussed on the online platform. It was during these real-time chats that 

deep dialogues of the Convening occurred.   
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The online forums prompted conversations about contemporary art and museums, 

contemporary artists, and challenges facing teens. As Cahan and Kocur (2011) argue, 

discussion about contemporary art amongst teenagers does not only stimulate students to 

speak from their own perspective, it also encourages them to analyze their current 

environment and to confront social issues. In the fifth online forum, participants 

discussed the topic of Challenging/Controversial Subject Matter. One of the teen 

participants referenced artwork by a contemporary Los Angeles artist, Mark Bradford, to 

spark a conversation about stereotypes. Bradford’s work uses found objects associated 

with his past, his community, and African-American culture. With these objects, 

Bradford creates powerful collages and sculptures that comment on not only his identity 

as a gay African-American male living in East Los Angeles, but also stereotypes and 

dynamics of race, gender, and economics. In this tech-facilitated dialogue, a conversation 

about Bradford’s work started a deep conversation about stereotypes in art. This 

conversation about Bradford’s work reflects discussions in the field supporting the power 

of contemporary art to facilitate controversial dialogues, such as conversations about 

stereotypes, censorship, and culture (Cahan, et al., 2011; Wilson, 2003).  

Starting the conversation about Mark Bradford on the online platform enabled 

students who were unfamiliar with his work to participate in the conversation. As 

previously mentioned, virtual learning environments are online learning spaces that use 

Web 2.0 technologies to encourage two-way interactions. Dillenbourg, Schneider, and 

Synteta (2002), in their discussion on this topic, stated that one of the benefits of virtual 

learning environments is the ability to present and share information through a number of 

displays and tools. During the teens’ conversation about Bradford, one of the participants 

posted a link to videos about Bradford’s process and work. This enabled students who 

were unfamiliar with the artist to instantly gain information about Bradford. Technology, 
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in this instance, stimulated the conversation by facilitating a means to instantly share a 

concept, object, and information with other participants.  

Through Mark Bradford’s work, the teens not only discussed stereotypes in art, 

but they also connected with one another. A number of the teen participants were familiar 

with Bradford’s work or had worked with him in the past as part of their teen programs. 

These individuals shared their experiences and opinions with other participants in the 

forum. As Lee Emery (2002) discussed, contemporary art “stimulates students to share 

their views with peers and consider how people of different age groups, cultures, 

religions or political persuasion may respond to controversial art works” (p. 38). On the 

forum, students shared their own opinions and contemplated others’ responses.  

The online conversations also helped teen participants to prepare for the face-to-

face Convening. A study by the North American Council for Online Learning (Watson, 

2008), suggests digital conversations are not meant as a substitute for in-person 

communication; they are meant to support them. During the five weeks of online 

discussions, teens not only discussed topics to be expanded at the conference, but they 

also became acquainted with one another. In this period, identities and personas for 

participants started to emerge. While this presented a few problems, to be addressed later 

in this chapter, it also created an engaging opportunity for a sincere, deep dialogue to 

occur. By sparking the conversations online prior to the Convening, the ICA expanded 

the Convening from three-days of conversation to five weeks of reflection and dialogue. 

As stated in Pierre Dillenbourg, Daniel Schneider, and Paraskevi Synteta’s (2002) study 

on Virtual Learning Environments, “There is no need to draw a boundary between 

physical and virtual worlds, the key is to integrate them, not to separate them” (p.7). 

One of the drawbacks of online forums, which is addressed in more detail later 

this chapter, was it did not allow participants ample time to reflect on a topic. The 
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conversation, because it was in real-time, moved very quickly. Most teens only had time 

to enter in one or two sentence statements or questions before the conversation shifted to 

a new topic. However, one of the positive aspects of the live chat forums with their rapid 

speed was it encouraged teen participation. Prensky (2001a) argues that teens crave 

instant interactivity and stimulation, similar to experiences facilitated through cell 

phones, the Internet, video games, and television. Cover It Live fostered this 

environment. Since the conversation took place in real time, participants were required to 

enter responses immediately. As a result, the responses were quick and more informal 

compared to Ning. Gabrielle disclosed in her interview that teens, after the 2010 

Convening, expressed an interest in a more informal conversation platform. Some of the 

teens felt the Ning platform used in previous years catered most heavily to the adult 

participants. On Ning, participants had more time to reflect and respond to a topic since 

the platform mirrors a blog rather than a chat room. Adults were coming into the space 

and entering one or two paragraph responses. Some teens felt intimidated by this. The 

switch to a more informal conversation platform, Cover It Live, prompted 100% teen 

participation, a remarkable increase from the 75% to 80% of previous years. This was a 

space for teens to confidently express ideas and opinions (Vratulis, et al., 2008). The 

online forums provided opportunity for students and educators to share responses semi-

anonymously (Vratulis, et al., 2008). Most of the individuals participating in the 

discussion had never met physically. Therefore, the participants, prior to the online 

forums, had not established relationships. Essentially, they were meeting for the first time 

through this technology.  
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Teen-driven and Teen-focused: Online and in-person 

Technology played another prominent role in the teens’ experience at the 

Convening; it set a teen-driven and teen-focused voice for the conference. From the onset 

of the online forums and through the entirety of the conference in August, it became 

apparent that the conference was truly a National Convening for Teens in the Arts. 

Throughout the entire event, the teen participants were the main focus and the leading 

voice. Teens took on leadership roles in facilitating the online discussions and 

determined, as a group, which topics to discuss in greater detail at the face-to-face 

conference in August. The teens took an active role in creating and facilitating the five 

weeks of digital conversation and the three days of the physical meeting. Also during the 

forums, the adult and student participants held an equal voice.  

In a previous study, art educator Courtney Bryant (2010), in designing an open-

ended technology-based art project, observed students engaging in collaborative, 

conversationally stimulated work environments. One observes a similar environment 

facilitated in the Convening’s online forums. Rather than have the adults take charge and 

facilitate the conversation, members of the ICA’s Teens Arts Council facilitated and 

redirected the conversations, when necessary. This encouraged a sense of empowerment 

and meaningful engagement (Bryant, 2010; Prensky, 2004).  

Educator and lecturer Marc Prensky (2001b) recommended that in order to 

effectively communicate and teach digital natives, teachers needed to encourage 

decision-making amongst students and involve students in the instructional process. The 

ICA involved the ICA Teens Arts Council and teen participants throughout the 

Convening in its implementation and planning. The ICA’s Teens Arts Council 

participants took on the roles of moderator and timekeeper in both the online forums and 

conference discussion. In the forums, the ICA teens took charge. They asked questions, 
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redirected conversations back to the topic, and encouraged dialogue. These teens were 

active participants in the construction and execution of the dialogues.  

Additionally, the online forums mirrored the learner-managed–specific learning 

objective paradigm of online learning discussed by Coomey and Stephenson (2001). 

When using this paradigm, there are specific learning objectives, but students control 

how objectives are met. Teachers can offer support and suggestions, but this paradigm of 

online learning is prominently learner-focused and learner-driven. The online forums had 

defined objectives, such as introducing participants to one another and beginning the 

discussions to be explored later at the Convening, but the teens took control of how these 

objectives were met by initiating, facilitating, and controlling the digital dialogues.   

One of the most interesting aspects of the online forums was that it was difficult 

to determine whether a participant was an educator or a teenager. As mentioned in the 

previous chapter, the participants’ screen names only offered the person’s identifying 

name and institution. They did not delineate between educator and teen. An outsider 

reading the comments could not automatically determine whether the contributor was an 

adult or teen. The participants held an equal voice. The majority of current literature I 

explored prior to the Convening did not discuss how online communications shape 

student and adult relationships in educational settings. However, equity of voice aligns 

once again most accurately with Coomey and Stephenson’s (2001) discussion of online 

learning paradigms. As described in their study (Coomey, et al., 2001), web based 

learning “offers a chance for students to enter into dialogues about authentic problems, 

collaborate with peers, negotiate meaning, become apprenticed into their field of study, 

enter a community of experts and peers and generally be assisted in the learning process” 

(Coomey, et al., 2001, p. 48). In this process the teacher becomes the learner and learner 

becomes the teacher. This statement whole-heartedly reflects the Convening dynamic. 
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The forums set the tone for a teen-driven environment where educators become the 

students.  

THE IMPACT OF ONLINE COMMUNICATIONS ON THE CONVENING 

While the first research question focused exclusively on the teens’ experience at 

the conference, the study also sought to explore the impact of technology on the 

Convening as a whole, which includes educators, teens, and participating institutions, 

including the ICA. Technology impacted the Convening in numerous, small ways such as 

allowing for more dynamic participant presentations on the first day through the use of 

PowerPoint and video. However, in synthesizing the data, I concluded one key impact of 

technology on the Convening: it fostered a community. The forums connected a group of 

strangers by stimulating excitement and anticipation for the event. In turn during the 

online conversations prior to the conference, teens and educators developed relationships 

with one another and a community of participants thereby started to form. This carried 

into the three days of in-person meetings and discussions. Essentially through the forums, 

the ICA expanded the conference from three-days to five weeks and three days, leading 

to the development of a community of teens and educators. 

Developing a Community 

Technology impacted the Convening by initiating the formation of community. 

As mentioned, participants met for the first time on the ICA’s teen website. It was during 

these five weeks of online conversations that a community of participants started to gell. 

In this period participants exchanged ideas, revealed aspects of their personalities, and 

started to form personas for peers. Technology built anticipation and excitement for the 

event, a common emotion the participants could share and bond over. The connections 
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and relationships started on the online forums developed extensively during the three-

day, in-person conference at the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston.  

One of the main themes that emerged from the data was the concept of developing 

relationships and making connections. The Convening connected teenagers with other 

teens, educators, artists, and professionals. These connections first began online during 

the forums. Both Erin and Gabrielle discussed that the online forums were a space for 

participants to get to know each other. When I arrived at the ICA in August for the first 

day of the Convening, the ICA staff and teens distributed bandanas with the word 

“SWAGG” on them. I had no idea what this meant, but the teens and educators who 

participated in the online discussions seemed completely aware of the term’s 

significance. I felt like an outsider, and in truth I was. A sense of community had already 

begun to be established among the group.  

At the Convening the sense of community grew. At breakfast on the first 

morning, students and educators appeared to position themselves individually by 

institution, such as the teens from the Walker sat with the educator from Walker. 

However, once the group transitioned to the auditorium, students from one institution 

positioned themselves with educators or teens from another. At breakfast on the second 

morning of the Convening, participants from one institution sat with participants from 

another where teens and educators talked openly and excitedly with each other. It was an 

open, engaging, and comfortable environment established after only one day of being 

together at the ICA 

One of the important uses of the online forums prior to the Convening was it 

stimulated excitement and anticipation for the event. After five weeks of conversations, 

participants would finally meet face-to-face at the ICA. It also provided a bonding 

experience between educators and teens within the individual museum teen programs. 
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According to Erin, the awkwardness of entering a new situation provided a point of 

commonality between her and her students. For a couple of the online forums, she and 

Arthouse’s teen representatives participated in the online forums while sitting in the same 

room. At points, Erin and the students would converse about a topic amongst themselves 

that was being discussed online, or they would ask each other a question. It was the 

common experience of not knowing that bonded their group.   

Dillenbourg, Schneider, and Synteta (2002) stated that virtual learning 

environments provide an easily accessible community for students from across the world 

to unite and communicate. Students and educators from throughout the country were able 

to connect and unite over the Convening’s online forums. As Gabrielle discussed, one 

possible reason why the ICA decided to use the online forums was it connected 

participants in a very real way.  A longitudinal study concluded in 2009 (Mikami, et al., 

2010) showed youths displayed continuity in their communication behaviors across 

communication situations, including the digital. Also, as most teens are considered digital 

natives, it seems natural that online communications could initiate dialogues and 

relationship development (Prensky, 2001b). In the case of the Convening, it 

accomplished this.  

EXPANDING COMMUNICATIONS TO LARGER AUDIENCES 

As mentioned, I discovered in analyzing and synthesizing the data that the online 

forums should not be expanded for a numerically larger audience. A number of 

challenges arose with the online conversations, which I expand upon later in this section. 

Many of these complications derived from the difficulty of trying to facilitate a 

discussion with so many participants on a fast-paced, real-time online conversation 

platform. First, the real time conversations left little room for reflection from participants. 
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This corresponds with other research (Prensky, 2001b; Prensky, 2004; Watson, 2008) 

conducted in the field of technology and teenagers. Second, it was difficult to define an 

accurate identity or persona for a participant based on the online conversation. And 

finally, the conversations were difficult to follow due to the speed of responses, lack of 

facial communications and cultural cues, and the large number of participants engaged in 

one conversation. This is a challenge addressed in current literature (Mikami, et al., 2010; 

Vratulis, et al., 2008). With these challenges, it is difficult to determine how effective 

these dialogues would be with an even larger audience.  

While the online forums should not be expanded to a larger audience, it is 

appropriate to explore the possibilities of expanding online forums to a broader audience, 

or audiences beyond teenagers. In whole, the online conversations were successful in that 

they started a conversation, formed a community, stimulated interest and enthusiasm and, 

in reviewing the online conversations amongst the participants, facilitated deep and 

powerful dialogues about teens, contemporary arts, and nonprofit organization. 

Limited time for reflection 

As Gabrielle discussed, the pace of the Cover it Live chats left little room for real 

reflection on a topic, and responses typically came in one to two line spurts. As she 

discussed, in the Ning platform used in 2009, teens and educators could take a minute or 

two to think about and write a response to a question. Ning mirrors a blog, which allows 

for more time to reflect on a topic (Prensky, 2004). Some of the teens stated they felt 

slightly intimated by long responses and the formal nature of the blog. They believed it 

was a little too “adulty” and wanted a platform that was slightly more informal. Thus, the 

ICA transitioned to Cover It Live, a real-time blogging tool. The conversations moved 

very quickly with little time to think about the proposed questions before the discussion 
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changed to a new topic. However Gabrielle pointed out that in previous years the ICA 

saw only 75-80% teen participation. The instantaneous response format of conversation 

resulted in 100% teen participation throughout the course of the online forums. Similar to 

Prensky’s observations (2001a, 2001b, 2004), the teens responded to the instant, 

immediate dialogues facilitated through the online chat.  

Defining identity and persona 

Another reason why it would be hard to expand these modes of communication to 

a numerically larger audience is it was difficult to define a true persona or identity for 

participants during the online conversations. Current literature (Vratulis, et al., 2008; 

Watson, 2008) discusses the use of the Internet and online communications to establish 

identities.  Erin spoke about George’s challenges with the online forums. George was not 

adept at technology and computers. During the conversations, some of his statements 

were interpreted incorrectly and, therefore, the persona established in the online forums 

did not mirror George’s real life persona. In meeting face-to-face at the Convening, the 

students and educators were able to see who people really were and thereby formulate a 

more clear and accurate idea of the participant’s identities.  

 The lack of cultural cues and facial expressions during the online forums proved 

to be problematic as well, especially with the large number of people participating in the 

conversations. At points, it was difficult to follow the conversations. Thirty plus people 

were trying to ask questions, make comments, and contribute to the dialogues 

simultaneously. Without facial cues or expressions, it was difficult to facilitate an 

organized dialogue where one person answered after one person asked a question. At one 

point three people asked three different questions simultaneously. Naturally, this created 

confusion about what topics were being discussed and what questions to answer. With 
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more people participating in the conversation, it would be even more difficult to follow 

and control the discussion.   

Larger vs. Broader Audiences 

One of the unique aspects of Cover It Live was it encouraged teen participation. It 

was the appropriate platform for the teen-centered Convening. This form of online forum 

could be used for school or small group teen audiences. While Ning, the blog-based 

platform used in the first year of Convening, could extend to facilitate dialogues between 

college-aged students and adults.  

Although it enabled participation, Cover It Live is not an appropriate conversation 

base for a larger audience. It did not allow enough time for ample reflection between 

questions and responses. A Ning network, on the other hand, might be a more appropriate 

conversation platform for broader audiences. In a Ning, participants had ample time for 

reflection on a topic or question. While Cover It Live catered to a teen audience, Ning 

encouraged a larger adult and educator response. This conversation platform might be 

appropriate for use in a broader audience base.   

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

This research was conducted and presented through the perspective of educators, 

including myself. Missing from this research is the direct interviews and perspective of 

teenagers, the key participants of the Convening. While my original intent was to obtain 

firsthand responses from the teen participants, circumstances beyond my control 

prohibited my ability to do so. One of the main benefits and objects of teen programs in 

museums and arts organizations is they provide a youth voice in the institution where 

teens can directly offer opinions, ideas, and questions. Arguably, this is also true in 

regards to the Convening. As established in this study, teens were the main focus of the 
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conference and provided direct feedback and ideas. Their voice needs to be captured in 

research. 

Future researchers could explore the impact of technology on the Convening, or 

other museum teen programs, through the eyes of the teenager participants. By collecting 

stories from youth participants, researchers could secure a deeper understanding of the 

impact of these technologies. This can also be expanded to researching new ways of 

engaging youth in technology and the arts.  

Also missing in the literature on museum teen programs is a longitudinal study of 

the impact these programs have on participants. As I mentioned in Chapter 2, in 1999 the 

Walker Art Center was the first museum to dedicate a full time staff position to a 

museum teen program (Atkinson, 1999). This was less than fifteen years ago. Few if any 

studies exist that explore the long-term effect of teen programs. Researchers could 

conduct a longitudinal study about the impact of the Convening and other teen programs 

on participants’ lives. Or, researchers could look at the impact of museum or community 

teen arts programs on the hosting institution. Little research (Patten, et al., 2001) exists 

regarding the long-time effects of museum or community-based teen arts programs on 

teenagers and the museum.  

This study was based on a pre-established program and its uses of technology. 

However, in an action-based research project, a researcher could implement technology-

based conversations in a new setting or program and then determine its effectiveness 

and/or impact on this program and/or its participants. One of the reasons for conducting 

this study centered on my interested in exploring how these modes of communication 

could be used in a different setting, such as in a school or an art education conference. I 

was also interested in how these communications could be used in a different arts 

programming capacity, such as an after-school program or adult-dominated symposium. 
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The next steps of this research are two fold. The first step is collecting the teenagers’ 

perspective and stories about the impact of technology on their experience. The second is 

implementing these or similar technologies in a new program, setting, or with a new 

audience.  

SIGNIFICANCE TO THE FIELD 

In recent years cuts in education budgets have resulted in a decrease of arts 

education programs in public schools.  As art educators, it is our responsibility to look for 

new and innovative solutions to this imposing challenge and find ways to engage youth in 

the arts. This study provides insight into how one organization, the Institute of 

Contemporary Art/Boston, is using technology to engage educators and teenagers in deep 

dialogues and conversations over an online platform. 

Current literature (Atkinson, 1999; Bacon, et al., 2002; Cahan, et al., 2011, 

Dewhurst, 2010; Emery, 2002; Wilson, 2003) argues for the importance of connecting 

teenagers with contemporary art and life issues. It is a topic that naturally resonates with 

this audience. Online forums in the case of the National Convening for Teens in the Arts 

initiated pertinent conversations about this subject matter. Individuals from all over the 

country were able to unite in a digital space and partake in challenging and meaningful 

conversations.  This study additionally outlines how technology can be used to break 

stereotypical roles and barriers. Typically, teachers and educators are seen as authority 

figures. However, through their online discussions teenagers took an active role in 

facilitating dialogues, identifying Convening discussion topics, and expressing opinions 

and ideas.  

While this study showed these modes of communication might not work as well 

with larger groups, they did successfully spark conversations amongst the teens and 
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educators at the Convening. Also, the Cover It Live real time chats encouraged more teen 

participation while a Ning network encouraged increased reflective response and 

educator participation. Technology-driven conversations could be used to aid art 

education or museum conferences. Similarly to the Convening, typical arts education or 

museum conferences extend over a period of three or four days with sessions lasting 

anywhere from one hour to one day. Online-based conversations either prior to or after 

the sessions can result in richer conference dialogues and activity. 

OVERALL CONCLUSIONS 

The findings and insights presented in this thesis are specific to one event, the 

National Convening for Teens in Arts, and present the reflections of only a handful of the 

many participants. The conclusions formed in this study are a synthesis of data collected 

from interviews with educators, observations, and document analysis. While this is not a 

re-storying of teens’ experiences at the Convening, this study shows both the successes 

and challenges of using technology to stimulate dialogues in an arts based environment.   

The findings from this study showed technology and social media played two 

major roles in the teens’ experience at the Convening. It started the conversation and set 

the teen-focus and teen-driven tone of the conference. Cover It Live, the platform used to 

facilitate the online discussions, encouraged teens to share ideas, ask questions, and 

actively moderate the dialogues. Technology and the online conversations also developed 

a community amongst participants, both educators and teens, prior to the Convening.  

The online conversations presented some challenges such as limiting reflection time, 

misinterpretation of identities and personas, and difficulties bridging cultural gaps. 

However, I can confidently state the benefits of the technology-facilitated discussions 

clearly outweighed the cons.  
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In these difficult times as fine arts programs are being cut from public schools, art 

educators must think of new means to engage youth in the arts. The Institute of 

Contemporary Art/Boston is one institution doing so by using technology in innovative 

and interesting ways in all of its teen programs, including the National Convening for 

Teens in the Arts. This study has shown how technology can be used to engage a diverse 

group of individuals from all over the country in deep and powerful dialogues. By 

examining these findings one can begin to explore how similar modes of communication 

can be applied to different settings, audiences, and environments. Through technology 

and online communications the possibilities of individuals and groups connecting through 

the arts are endless.  

 



 93 

Appendix A: Site Letters of Consent 
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Appendix B: Educator Interview Questions 

The questions below are sample questions from the interviews conducted with Gabrielle 
Wyrick, Erin Gentry, Monica Garza, and Joe Douillette as the interviews were semi-
structured and some of the questions differed during the actual interview.  

GABRIELLE WYRICK’S INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 How long have you been with the ICA? 

 What programs does the ICA offer teens? 

 How does the ICA structure its teen programs? 

 How does the ICA incorporate technology in its programming? Why is it important? 

 What is the National Convening for Teens in the Arts? 

 Who participates? 

 How does the ICA select participants? 

 Why did the ICA initiate the Teen Convening? 

 How is the Convening structured? 

 How has the Convening evolved over the past two years? 

 Why does the Convening engage participants in social media conversations prior to the 

event? 

 How are the social media conversations structured? 

 How do these conversations aid the Convening? 

 What is the mission of the Convening? 

 Why, in your opinion, is it important to engage teens in contemporary art and 

museums? 

 What is the role of contemporary art in teens’ lives? 

 What is the ultimate goal of the Convening? 
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ERIN GENTRY’S INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 How did Arthouse experience the online forums prior to the Convening? 

 How did the teens react to and experience the online forums? 

 Did you feel you knew some of the participants coming into the conference?  

 Do you think the teens got to know one another over the online forums? Why or why 

not? 

 How did these conversations aid the conference? 

 Do you think the teen representatives felt comfortable at the conference? Why or why 

not? 

 Were there any follow up questions or contact after the Convening? 

 Was there anything from the conference you brought back to Arthouse? If so, what? If 

not, why not? 

MONICA GARZA AND JOE DOUILLETTE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 How does the ICA incorporate technology into the teen programs? 

 How does the Fast Forward program function? 

 What is the history and mission of the Fast Forward program? 

 How students participate in the ICA’s teen programs? 

 What are the goals of the programs? 

 Why is technology an important part of the museums’ programs? 

 When did the ICA establish the teen website? Why was the website built and how is it 

used? 

 How is technology used in the Convening?
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Appendix C: Sample Consent Forms 

Educator consent form 
 
Title:  
Conducted By: Megan R Reicher    IRB PROTOCOL # 2011-05-0121 
Of The University of Texas at Austin, Department of Art and Art History 
Telephone: 630.674.5278; E-mail: megan.reicher@gmail.com 
 
You are being asked 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 the 
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 or stop participating at 
any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which are otherwise entitled. You can stop 
participation at any time and your refusal will not impact current or future relationships 
with UT Austin or your institution. 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 investigate how teens experience the 2011 National 
Convening for Teens in the Arts (NCTA) at the Institute of Contemporary Art/Boston. 
The study will also look at what role social media and technology play in the teens’ 
experience and how these of modes of communication can be expanded and enriched for 
a larger audience. 
 
If you agree to be in this study, we will ask you to do the following things: 
 Participate in two semi-structured interviews with the researcher 
 You will be asked topics related to the programs that your institution provides, your 

thoughts regarding contemporary art as it relates to teens, why you think it is important 
to engage teens in the museum program, what type of social media and technology you 
use in your institution.  

 The interviews will be audio-recorded 
 
Total estimated time to participate in this study is about two-hours 
 
Risks of being in the study 
 Risks involved in this study are no greater than everyday life 
 
Benefits of being in this study 
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 There are no direct benefits for participating in this study. 
 Researcher may have a better understanding of Arthouse participants at the National 

Convening for Teens in the Arts 
 
Compensation 
 There will be no compensation for participating in the study. 
 
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 you 
participation in the 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 research records 
and will protect confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law. All 
publications will exclude any information that will make it possible to identify you as a 
subject. Throughout the study, the researcher will notify you of new information that may 
become available and that might affect your decision to remain in the study. 
 
Contacts and Questions:  
 
If you have any questions about the study please ask now. If you have any questions later, 
want additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation please call the 
researchers conducting the study. Their name, phone numbers and e-mail addresses are at 
the top of this page. 
 
If you would like to obtain information about the research study, have questions, 
concerns, complaints, or wish to discuss problems abut a research study with someone 
unaffiliated with the study, please contact IRB Office at (512) 471-8871 or Jody Jensen, 
Ph.D., Chair, The University of Texas at Austin Institutional Review Board for the 
Protections of Human Subjects at (512) 232-2685. Anonymity, if desired, will be 
protected to the extent possible. As an alternative method of contact, an email may be 
sent to orsc@uts.cc.utexas.edu or a letter to IRB Administrator, P.O. Box 7426, Mail 
Code A 3200, Austin, TX 78713. 
 

You will be given a copy of this information to keep for your records 
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Statement of Consent: 
 
I have read the above information and have sufficient information to make a decision 
about participating in this study. I consent to participate in the study. 
 
Signature:_____________________________________ Date:________________ 
 
 
Signature of Investigator:_________________________ Date:________________ 
 
 
 
I consent for the interview discussions to be audio recorded 
 
Signature:_____________________________________ Date:________________ 
 
 
Signature of Investigator:_________________________ Date:________________ 
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