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Abstract

Never in history has the world seen so much disarep in wealth, power and living conditions.
Believing that information and communication teclogges can help address this issue,
governments and funding organizations have beesstmg in bringing computers and internet
connectivity to underserved communities. Unforteha many of those initiatives end up
privileging the community residents who were thestnasible, literate or active, leaving behind

those who would need additional support and reamfigreven more the status quo.

In order to foster a more democratic and participasociety, it is important to create initiatives
that are more inclusive and empower individualsoatrol their own development. In this
thesis, | propose a framework for the design aralyars of technological initiatives for social
empowerment and | apply the framework in the im@etation of two initiatives that focus

primarily on youth participation and local civicgagement.

In the Young Activists Network initiative, | workeslith youth technology centers from different
parts of the world organizing young people to bee@gents of change in the places where they
live. In spite of the localized successes, the ngpihctivists Network approach required so
much effort from our partner community organizatiand volunteers that it would be virtually

impossible to sustain it over time and scale itteer sites.



Based on the lessons learned, | started the Whiagt'’sawrence project, an initiative that aimed
at building a self-reinforcing, city-wide network telp young people in the organization of
personally meaningful community events. In oraesupport such a network, | built What's Up,
a neighborhood news system that combines the poftbe telephone and of the web to make it
easier for young people to share information, prentmmmunity events, and find out what is

happening in their region.

This thesis provides a detailed description of ¢hestiatives. It also highlights the main
technical, educational and organizational elemethist have to be considered in the
implementation of technological initiatives for seempowerment and suggests the creation of

a special organization to help in the adoption fiiement of such initiatives.
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1. Introduction

Between 1995 and 1999 | directed a non-profit omgion in Brazil that built
“computer and citizenship” schools in Sao Paulonsiu Our mission was to democratize
access to the technology and, at the same timp,thelnew tools be used in ways that
empowered people and fostered a more democratietgoc

In order to do that, we received old computers texhay individuals and organizations,
refurbished the machines and distributed them ttnpacommunity centers. We also
provided teacher training to community represewatiand tried to help in anything
needed for the school’s success.

Different from the more traditional community tectogy initiatives that focused
primarily on providing computer access and teachautnical skills for the job market,
we wanted our students to master the technologwags that also contributed to
improvements in their quality of life. For examplather than merely teaching them how
to open and edit a file using a text processorywaated local residents to learn how to
use the technology to create invitations for partigroduce flyers and business cards,
write petitions to the government, compare price®cal grocery stores, and focus more

on things that were meaningful to them and to tbemmmunities.

Unfortunately, making good use of the computersv@tdoto be much harder than

distributing them. On the technical side, the somkre too complex and forced teachers
to spend a lot of time helping their students, iangn cases semi-literate, understand
office-related concepts such as “files” and “digeiEs” that did not make sense to the

students and distracted the group from the moremamty-oriented focus of the class.

On the organizational side, it was virtually impbssto find a class schedule that fit the
lives of the people who had two jobs or had to tede of family affairs. Moreover, the
classes could enroll only 10 to 20 students ama.ti While it was already hard enough
for community teachers to manage a group thattbagtotal number of people attending

was very limited vis-a-vis the size of the communifThat not only limited the outreach
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of the initiative, but also constrained the amoafntnoney that the schools could raise in

fees to become self-sustained.

To make things worse, with pressures of space, &ante money, many of the schools
tended to reduce the duration of the courses anusfeven more on the technical aspects
of the training. If our organization could not avenaintain the 13 schools we had
proudly constructed, how could we ever aim at reaptat to a larger fraction of the

1,900-plus slums that existed in Sao Paulo?

Although the challenges were daunting and importabelieved they could eventually
be solved by constructing additional schools odfarsing from different sources. What
really bothered me was the fact that even in the $ehools that managed to create a
space for social reflection, most of the ideas fegdhin the classroom and were never
applied in the real world.

In my opinion, if we wanted to make an impact ie tommunity, that was the major
challenge we would have to address. In order totashnology as catalyst for better
quality of life, we would have to search for aneafiative approach that fit better into
people’s lives and culture, was more inclusive,ldde scaled up and, above all, helped
the community assume more control over its own kbgwveent. With that in mind, |
decided to go back to academia and try to find @mpate alternatives to the community

technology model we used in Sao Paulo.

When | joined the MIT Media Lab in the summer 00201 had the opportunity to learn
about technology trends, discuss educational cascapd also to get involved with a

range of initiatives that aimed at making a differe in the world.

In particular, as a member of the Lifelong Kindetga research group, | participated in
efforts associated with the Computer Clubhousentamnational network of after-school
learning centers where young people from undergecoenmunities learn about modern

technologies in the process of developing projagwsare personally meaningful to them.

At the Clubhouses, youth have access to high-endpuaters, multimedia design
software, cameras, a sound recording studio ané.nRather than being forced to attend
18



classes, members can come to the Clubhouses wheheyevant and stay for as long as
they wish. Supported by mentors, at the Clubhgusmg people engage in a culture in
which creativity is valued and people are motivatedhare ideas and learn from one
another. To me, that approach seemed much mogsine and respectful of people’s

lifestyles than the one | used in Brazil.

Things became clearer to me when, in early 200&, Rtitchel Resnick came back from

a visit to India and made a presentation aboutrit&tives being developed at Katha
Khazana, a Computer Clubhouse located in one ofrib&t underserved areas of New
Delhi — a neighborhood where homes had no indagnping, so that residents needed to

collect water in containers at centralized locatiand carry it back home.

In one of those initiatives, a 13 year old boy uske electronic microscope of the
Clubhouse to analyze the quality of the water frdifferent homes in the community.
Surprised by the results, he and his friends staateampaign to educate local residents
to boil the water before drinking. In a slide Aetend of the presentation, the boy
appeared smiling inside the little kitchen of hauke proudly showing that his parents
now boiled the water. Although not everybody inttt@mmunity could afford to boil the
water (since fuel was too expensive), at least lgesere more aware of the issue and

could try to do something about it.

To me, that initiative was mind blowing. It showee that, rather than talking to people
about the uses of technology for social changeexipéct them to do something about it,
we should perhaps abolish the lecture-orientatioouo classes and, in the spirit of the
Computer Clubhouse, be more active in supportirapigein the actual implementation

of their community projects.

The New Delhi initiative also opened my eyes to theredible potential that young
people have to contribute to their communities. usgil then, | had worked primarily
with adults and had never really stopped to thibkud the way young people were
segregated in society, or about how much everyosefbr not bringing youth to the
discussion table.

19



The story of that young man in India inspired méetrn more about youth participation.
The way | started seeing it, young people usuadlyehthe time, the energy, the will, the
basic skills, and the right to participate and helprove the quality of life in the places
where they live. What they lack is appropriatecgpaupport and recognition.

In my opinion, community technology centers cantta@sformed to provide the basic
technical and human resources to empower youngl@éogecome active and critical
participants of their communities. The challeng@guring out the kinds of technologies
and support structures that those organizationsgdaeed for that to happen.

In this thesis, | propose a framework for the desand analysis of technological
initiatives for social empowerment and | apply fremework in the implementation of

two initiatives that focus primarily on youth parpation and local civic engagement.

In the Young Activists Network initiative, we worttewith youth technology centers
from different parts of the world organizing youpgople to become agents of change in
the places where they live. After two years trydhfferent ideas, we realized that, in
spite of the localized successes, the Young Ad¢tiviietwork approach required so much
effort from our partner community organizations atlnteers that it would be virtually

impossible to sustain it over time and scale itteer sites.

Based on the lessons learned from the Young Atsiigetwork, in 2005 | started the
What's Up Lawrence project, an initiative that adnat building a self-reinforcing,
community-wide network to help young people in tlhganization of community events.
In order to support such a network, | built Whatlp, a telephone- and web-based
neighborhood news system specifically created t&ent easier for young people to
share information with one another, promote comtyuevents, and find out what was
happening in the places where they lived.

At the end of the thesis, | reflect about the paosl cons of these two initiatives and
propose the creation of a special organizationtanlnologies to address the technical,

organizational, cultural and methodological issmé&rent to social empowerment.
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Hopefully, the ideas contained here will serverapiration for other initiatives and, with
that, contribute to the creation of a more demagrateaningful and enjoyable world for

children and adults from all parts.

1.1 Chapter organization

This document is organized as follows:
Chapter 1. Introduction describes the motivation and structure of thisithe

Chapter 2. Background criticizes the traditional ways in which technojogas been

used to foster social development and highlightsithportance of creating initiatives
that focus on inclusion and community empowermehe chapter also introduces the
fields of “youth participation” and “educative @8”, which served as the main
theoretical references used in the implementatidheoYoung Activists Network and the

What's Up Lawrence initiatives, respectively.

Chapter 3. Design Researchexplains the design-based research methodologyg use
throughout the thesis, and defines the criterigotetbin the design and analysis of the

technological initiatives for social empowermenschiébed in the following chapters.

Chapter 4. The Young Activists Network initiative describes the guiding principles of
the Young Activists Network and provides a detaitsgcription and critical analysis of
the three design experiments that constitutedinitétive.

Chapter 5. The What's Up Lawrence initiative explains how the lessons from the
Young Activists Network inspired the creation ofcammunity-wide, network-based
approach to social empowerment and the developofetite What's Up system. The
chapter also describes the design principles, tbkitacture and the operation of the
What's Up system and provides a detailed narratbethe multiple attempts to

implement the new approach using the system in &aog, MA.
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Chapter 6. Conclusionsdiscusses the major lessons from the Young Acsvisttwork
and the What's Up Lawrence initiatives, identifgasidelines for the design of socially
empowering technologies and suggests the creafioa gpecial kind of community

organization to support the development of newaties.
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2 Background

From a theoretical standpoint, this thesis has liespired by ideas from the fields of

“technology for social development”, “youth pargiation”, and “educative cities”.

The section about “technology for social developthemiticizes the ways in which
technology is traditionally used to foster sociomamic development and highlights the
importance of technological initiatives that are remoinclusive and that aim at

empowering not only individuals, but also the comitias they are part of.

The section about “youth participation” highlightse importance of involving young
people in the decisions that affect their lives awdcribes different ways in which

technology can facilitate the implementation of yeled, community-oriented projects.

Finally, the section about “educative cities” déses technologies and approaches that

help unveil the learning potential of urban cenfersyoung people.

As will be discussed in the upcoming chapters, evitiie Young Activists Network
initiative has been inspired by the youth partitipra literature, the What's Up Lawrence

initiative was based on ideas derived from the ative cities movement.

2.1 Technological initiatives for social developmen t

Despite the unprecedented scientific and techncddgnnovations of the past decades in
areas such as agriculture, medicine and induséyemin the history of humanity have so
many people had to survive suffering from chrorackl of food, basic services, or
political recognition (World Bank. 2000; UNDP 2003)

The disparities are so big that, for instance, sltile amount spent in cosmetics in
countries such as the United States is larger Wieat would be required to provide the
entire world with access to basic education (Ciibss@998), one fifth of earth’'s

population has to live under $1 dollar per day abdut half of the planet’s children does

not have access to potable water or sanitation QHE®¥ 2002).
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Overall, there is a strong belief that informatiand communication technologies can
bring large contributions to the development predéfNDP 2001; Sciadas 2005). Based
on this vision, governments and funding agenciestiating to reduce the gap between
those who benefit from digital technologies andsthavho don’t — the so-called Digital
Divide. Efforts include adding technology to exigfiservices in areas such as health,
governance and education, and the creation of #molss of community technology
centers that offer training and access to compuaedsinternet to many communities in

need.

However, despite the large investments, the gapdwsst rich and poor keeps growing in
many parts of the world (UNICEF 2000; UNDP 20034 ahe status quo has been
maintained even in countries where digital techg@® have reached out to larger parts
of the population (Norris 2001).

In my opinion, although community technology iniiv@s have brought access to
computers, connectivity and information to milliooispeople in need, the way in which
many of those initiatives is structured tends teate a series of barriers that end up

preventing participation and reinforcing existingaer structures.

For instance, most approaches concentrate the d¢erspin a central location — the
community technology center, or telecenter — thtdare some predefined services such
as Internet access and technical training. In @@néelecenters tend to operate in
isolation from other community initiatives and, doeheir physical location and hours of
operation, are limited in terms of accessibilitfhat is particularly true for the most
underserved, who tend to live far from the centewbo have to work multiple shifts in

order to provide for their families.

In addition to that, the tools available in teleteses do not necessarily fit the cultural
values, priorities or even the level of literacyl@fal users (Beardon 2003; Sciadas 2003;
Beardon 2004). In most cases, telecenters temdddools that have been designed for
office-related environments and that utilize conisequch as files, folders and documents
that may not be part of the user’s daily life ocabulary.
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Although mastering the ‘office-orientation’ of tewbdlogy can be perceived as a
necessary step for professional development, fewthee telecenters that can go beyond
the technical training and provide users with thexassary social connections and

complementary education necessary for them to ged.a

Unfortunately, for many of the community membersowmanage to get hired, the
tendency is to leave the community and be closéndqob or better infrastructure. As a
result, the community ends up losing some of itg k@mbers and telecenter initiatives
end up serving more as sites for individual develept and information consumption

than catalysts for local knowledge production aochmunity empowerment.

In order to foster more democratic and represematocieties, it is important to create
development initiatives that focus on local emponent and go beyond traditional
approaches to development that emphasize the negdeychent of technologies and
services without necessarily paying much attenteihe priorities of the communities
served, the relative cost-benefit of the new tootdp the kind of social connectivity and
practical experience that is required for the maafized to benefit from the information
available and transform it into applicable knowled&ciadas, 2003). By emphasizing
efficiency rather than quality, the traditional cmnmity technology initiatives end up
privileging the individuals who are the most visipliterate or active, leaving behind the
ones who are the most underserved and would neesl support (Beardon 2003; Kumar
and Best 2007).

To promote the kind of development defended by Nbhareate Amartya Sen, in which

people are free to lead the lives they have rea&saalue (Sen 1999), it is important to

break the barriers described above and create apprpriate community technology

initiatives in which the emphasis is on the commuand not on the technology. We

should aim at initiatives in which people have owshg and use the tools to enhance
things that are important to them without havinggiee up on their personal values or
lifestyles (Morino Institute 2001; Resnick 2001;d@pman and Burd 2002; McNamara
2003; Warschauer 2003).
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To some extent, this vision of socially inclusivedaempowering community technology
initiatives is already becoming feasible, at lefrsim the technological standpoint.
Recent developments in mobile, multimedia, mappamgl communication technologies
are allowing more people to communicate and havesscto the information world from
wherever they are at any time. As technologieshsas cell phones, geographic
information systems, and cameras become more afitgcand usable, they open up all
sorts of possibilities for people to express thduweseand socialize with one another.
Likewise, new tools such as weblogs, wikis and naggregators are making it possible
for individuals to publish their thoughts to largediences, collaborate with others across
distance, and filter information according to pednterests. In a similar way, with the
convergence between telephony and Internet, apel@es not even need to be literate to
create audio news or stories for others to listeough the Web. All she needs is a
telephone and an account in one of the free ausfjobkrvices that are increasingly

available online.

Technologies like the above have a tremendous paltém contribute to the development
of more representative and inclusive societiendeéd, with the support from the new
tools, never in history have so many people bearawf the disparities of the world and
never have as many individuals and organizationkssugh opportunity to connect with

one another to refine ideas and build mutually supge networks to challenge the status
quo. The World Social Forum, Indymedia, the opearse movement, and the recent
anti-war protests are some of the first examplethatf (Caswell 2003; Hirsch and Henry
2005).

However, despite their success, it is importantkéep in mind that those socially

empowering initiatives are still far from becominginstream. In fact, one could even
expect that the natural tendency would be for gxgspower structures to assimilate the
new tools into their traditional practices and tisenew technologies to outreach to even

more people and locations without necessarily cimgngnything.

In order to foster more democratic societies, mgortant to concentrate on initiatives

that promote civic engagement, equity and developnaad provide those initiatives
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with the appropriate tools and support structuesnmprove and sustain their work
(Rheingold 2000; Putnam 2001; Putnam 2002). Inesoases, this may involve helping
existing organizations learn how to incorporatertbe tools as part of their job. In other

cases, this may require the development of newntdobies and approaches.

One area of research that focuses on the develdpshenore community-empowering

technological initiatives is Social Constructionig®haw 1995; Shaw and Shaw 1999;
Chesnais 2000; Pinkett 2002). Social Construigirns based on Constructionism, an
approach to education that believes that people Ibatter when they engage in the
construction of something shareable (physical dual) that is meaningful to themselves

or to their community (Papert 1993; Resnick 1994).

Traditional constructionist research focuses on deeelopment of technologically-
enhanced environments — the so-called microworldghere users are provided with
tools, materials and support to create and shanggtsuch as digital images, virtual

spaces and interactive art.

Social Constructionism takes traditional constiuast research from its focus on
individualistic, computer-oriented projects to aodder one that concentrates on the
development of collaborative initiatives, not nesa@gy computerized, that aim at the

betterment of the places and the communities pdivglén.

More specifically, social constructionists are cenmed with the study and development
of initiatives that engage people in the constarcof personally meaningful things that
enhance their social settings. By integrating @aass and community development,
social constructionist initiatives aim at genergtian empowering cycle in which the
activities of the individuals contribute to betmmmunities that, in their turn, become

more conducive to meaningful individual initiatives

Social Constructionism argues that members of aakaeetting need specific tools,
materials, and support structures to help them robrénd develop their social

constructions (Shaw and Shaw 1999). Without theleenents, individuals can be

27



reduced to functioning primarily as consumers ébrimation and activities produced by

others.

In particular, social constructionists believe timrmation and networking technologies
have the potential to help people overcome thelags of modern urban life and help
neighbors connect once again with “the processas liting them together with other
members of their community to develop their comrhuto its fullest potential.” (Shaw
and Shaw 1999).

Over the past couple of years, there have beenmaesario-constructionist technologies
specifically designed to empower underserved conitiesn One of them was MUSIC
(Multi-User Sessions in Community), a neighborhao@nted network system that
provided local residents with text, graphic andiaudols to support the organization of
community activities in the real world (Morgan 19%haw 1995; Shaw and Shaw 1999).
Among other features, MUSIC provided its users vaitehared bulletin board, an easy-
to-use messaging system, a community surveys &, local community map that,
when clicked, presented information about the peegio lived in the specified location.
Through MUSIC, local residents were able to reaghto one another, organize field
trips for their children, and discuss solutionsédommon neighborhood problems such as

a crime-watch initiative.

Another example of socio-constructionist technoldgry underserved communities was
Creating Community Connections (C3), a web-basaehneunity building system that, in

the same spirit as MUSIC, provided mailing listsruims, personal and organizational
profile pages for local community residents to {geknow more about one another, find
out what was happening, and contribute to their mamty development. The C3

system was used in a comprehensive research ptbpchappened between 2000 and
2001 in a housing development initiative in BostbA (Pinkett 2002; O'Bryant 2003).

In addition to access to the C3 system, each fapailyicipating in the project received a
new computer, software, high-speed Internet commecind extensive technical training.
Among other things, participants of the researatbednup using the system to find out
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information about jobs, organize local parties, timgs of the local resident association,

and a community newsletter.

According to Pinkett (2002), the findings of theudy included expanded local ties,
increased awareness of community resources, imgroemmunication and information
flow at the housing development, and a positiveft sbi participant’s attitudes of

themselves as learners.

Despite their positive outcomes, the initiativesatéded above raised several points that
need to be considered in the development of new-S@nstructionist projects.

The first is thatthe mere presence of connectivity and information ces not
necessarily enhance social engagement As noticed by Pinkett in his conclusions,
while many of the participants of his study endgdusing the C3 system to resolve
individual concerns, the few initiatives that usbd system to contribute to the greater
community good were led by residents who were diredoing that before, i.e. the
people who were more directly involved with thedstwrganization and the management

of the community development.

Instead of merely providing a generic informatiomd &ommunication infrastructure and
expect that participants automatically start uding available tools for the purpose of
community building, it is important that the sociivelopment goals of the technology
initiative become very clear for all, that the iaitve resonate with the lifestyles, skills
and aspirations of its participants, and also thatinitiative let its members actively

engage with the broader community they are pai®béw 1995).

The second point to be considered is g@tio-constructionist projects tend require a
lot of effort from the coordinating team to make sure peoplé feetivated and
supported enough to implement their community-eniman projects (Chesnais 2000;
O'Bryant 2006). Indeed, as pointed out by PinKé&dipls do not spawn action, people
spawn action” (Pinkett 2002, 279).

Unfortunately, although the socio-constructionigerature mentions that, for both
MUSIC and C3 systems to be used, the coordinatbthase initiatives had to offer
29



special training workshops, facilitate communitgalissions, and more, it is hard to get a

clear sense of the kinds of support that were raffextive and why.

Overall, the documentation available seems to faoush more on the attributes of the
technology and its uses than on the underlying mumfastructure that actually gave
life to the project. Sadly, once the research axas and the researchers left the site, the
energy of the projects declined considerably. his sense, it would be great to learn
more about the key motivators for the project apdisk ways to reduce the effort to
make them happen.

A third point to be considered concerning the sacinstructionist examples described
above has to do with the fact that both of theredebnconstant access to computers
and the Internet as a means to enhance community communicationirdacaction.
Unfortunately, even though the number of computrs had increased tremendously
over the past couple of years, the reality is twahputer access is still not a reality for a
large section of the population, especially in thest underserved areas. Moreover,
creative and community-oriented computer and Imeusage still requires a level of
investment in equipment, training, and ongoing supthat is beyond the capacity of

many community organizations.

As it is going to be explored in the present wogerhaps modern telephony
technology might represent a more accessible and alile alternative for the

implementation of community development initiatives Among other things:
- telephones are already present in or within reachdst urban communities;

- telephones are already part of people’s lives. pkeare used to talking through the

phone and exchanging telephone numbers;

+ telephones are easy to use and do not requirepawyfis training or skills. The user
does not even need to be fully literate: as longslas can speak, hear and type

numbers, she should be able to use a telephone;
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- telephones allow people to express themselves mevand sound. They capture
personal accents, the noises of the surroundingagmaent, intonations and other
features that are representative of a specificestrdand that are hard to express via
text-based media,;

- telephones can be integrated with other Internedianésuch as websites, blogs,
email, podcasts) and allow for different kinds oferactions among individuals or

groups.

In fact, the integration of telephony with Internretalso known as Voice over Internet
Protocol (VolIP) technology — has been receivingaasing attention over the past couple
of years (Horrigan and Hepner 2004). Examplesgtelthe spread of “free” telephony
tools such as Skype, the creation of call centersnternational customer support, the
use of telephones to publish personal audio notde@Web, the generation of automatic
calls to inform people of changes in flight scheduhe organizing of phone conference

calls, and others.

Besides those more personal and business-oriepfatations, telephones can also be
used to support community empowerment. In theyedbk, for instance, Paul Resnick
and Mel King envisioned a telephone-accessible conityrinformation center complete
with classified adds and a community scoreboardiiiR&, King et al. 1990). Although
that particular system never ended up being imphteat variations of it have been
created to support a calendar of anti-war evengsiiiRk 1994) and group collaboration
(Resnick 1992).

More recent examples of VolP for social empowermiectude SpeakEasy, a VolP
system that provides volunteer guidance and largyuatgrpretation services to new
immigrants (Hirsch and Liu 2004), and Community &Mail', a service that offers free
voice mail to people in crisis connecting themdbs, housing and support. In particular,

Community Voice Mail provided thousands of voicemaumbers to facilitate

! http://www.cvm.org/
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communication among people displaced by the 200&6dames that afflicted the United
States.

Finally, it is important to realize th#te social-constructionist initiatives implemented
so far focused primarily on the participation of acults in community life. Although
children-related concerns have been raised in akwvecasions (Shaw 1995; Shaw and
Shaw 1999; Pinkett 2002), they have always be&sidered and addressed from the
adult’s perspective.

As it is going to be further explored in this wokk,special emphasis should be placed
into the development of technologies to foster kigparticipation. By providing youth
with opportunities to learn about and be part @irticommunities, we contribute to their
development as individuals, minimize the spreacdkfigcts of alienation at an earlier
stage in life, and gain key allies in the use cht®logies to promote more community
involvement.

However, fostering youth participation is a nomiai task and tends to require
approaches, tools and support structures thatitieeetht from the ones used in the work
with adults.

2.2 Youth participation

Although some may say that urban centers may peositizens with all the support and
diversity that one might need (Wirth 1928; JacoB82), young people’s experience of
the urban space is becoming increasingly limitedl gassive. With the recent
developments in telecommunication and transporiaéehnologies, cities are growing
more opaque, fragmented, and geographically disgeiBeople tend to live far away
from their jobs, products are developed in oneglkatd commercialized in another, and

many transactions are made through telephone anguter networks.

In many cases, especially in the most underseruegsayoung people do not have the

resources, the knowledge or the technical mearsh@ve the social connectivity and
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physical mobility required for them to learn fromdabenefit from the opportunities

available.

As a result, young people’s exposure to the adutldvand society tends to be
constrained to the things they watch on TV, toféwe places like malls and after-school
centers that are considered safe and appropriatieetn, or to the things presented to
them in schools. In many ways, the reality prestmteyoung people seems to be too
complex, too far, too big, too expensive or tootidns for them to engage with. With the
lack of opportunity to participate more activelytive processes that shape the dynamics
of their lives and communities, there is naturadiency for personal frustration and civic

alienation.

The notion that young people should be involvedhm decisions that affect their lives
has in the past decade increasingly attracted n&s&a and practitioners from a variety
of fields. In particular, there is a growing bélithat having youth and adults
collaborating towards the solution of perceived nmmity challenges provides rich and
mutually reinforcing opportunities for the develogm of both individuals and

communities (Hart 1997; Rajani 2000; Irby, Ferbeale2001).

In the last years, for instance, developmentalswifl psychologists started to shift their
research framework from youth as people ‘at riskbweed to be taken care of to a more
positive approach in which young people are comettl@s important resources to be
integrated, supported and recognized in mattertsaffiect their communities (Cotterell
1996; Gottlieb and Sylvestre 1996; Tolman, Pittraaal. 2001).

Likewise, urban planners and community developnageicies are also recognizing the
contributions of youth in the design of better mdigrhoods for young people and their
families (Chawla 2002; Driskell 2002), civic actun agencies are going beyond the
existing emphasis on community service towards aaehthat better integrates youth
development (Mohamed and Wheeler 2001), and evere maditional organizations
such as funding agencies are making the case fathymarticipation in their decision
boards (Zeldin, McDaniel et al. 2000; Sherman 2003)
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Finally, young people themselves are demanding marel more meaningful
opportunities for engagement with their peers dmal adult world. They respond to
community programs that encourage them to takeespansibilities and empower them
to make positive changes in society (Irby, Fediaal. 2001; Barr Foundation 2002).

Although youth participation is starting to getaogaoition, the truth is that the area is still
in its infancy and requires a lot of collaboratietforts and experimentation by all the
interested parties in order to become a maturevaidestablished field (O'Donoghue,
Kirshner et al. 2003).

Indeed, despite the formal recognition of the Dextlan of the Rights of the Child
(UNICEF 1990) by most countries of the world (theSUis the one major exception),
society is still flooded with misleading myths abalolescence and the very concept of
“youth participation” is still vague and abstract most adults and young people.

In many cases, youth participation is limited tegantations or discussions without
major incentives or support for further action. other cases, youth participation tends to
be confused with community service tasks such hglphe elderly, collecting garbage
from the streets, etc., that do not necessarilyagagyouth in social reflection (Percy-
Smith and Malone 2001). As Cynthia Gibson pointed, “volunteering in a soup
kitchen is nice, but it is not enough. Young peoplust understand why there are soup
kitchens in the first place and then take actionsddress the structural systems that
perpetuate poverty and other social problems” itasl mn Mohamed and Wheeler 2001).

In the perspective adopted in the present workthygarticipation goes well beyond
teaching lectures or asking young people to exeptgdefined community chores. It
also goes beyond the traditional view of civic egggaent as direct involvement with
formal politics and includes those things that yppeople themselves consider political
or civic in the context of their lives (Bell 2005jouth participation is about empowering
young people to do things that are personally nmedni to them and to their

communities (Riger 1993). Youth participation isceabout children and adults working
together, respecting everyone’s individuality, dmhefiting from the contributions that

each other has to offer.
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According to the literature, one of the best waygptomote youth participation is by
involving youth in participatory action-researclojects in their communities (Hart 1997;
Auriat, Miljeteig et al. 2001; Chawla 2002; Drisk&002). In those projects, young
people and adults collaboratively create maps @gtams representing the places where
they live, identify a common issue they would like tackle, research causes,
consequences and alternatives, do something toessidhe issue, reflect about the

process and decide the next steps (Figure 1).

Start
Problem
identification Evaluation ~ , i 0 Successful end
and reflection of project
Analysis

\Planning Further planning or new

problem identification

1

1

1 P
\ ’

Figure 1 - The action-research lifecycle (Hart 1997%g. 92)

The implementation of community projects with chéid requires the consideration of a
series of inter-dependent variables including, agnother things, the age and other
specific characteristics of the children involvélte scope of the project, and the degree
of control that young people are expected to h&leat(1997). For instance, children
younger than 7 may not yet have a fully developsguhcity to understand the perspective
of others, which is a basic competence requiredsdaial participation. However, they
can still be involved in initiatives such as takingre of a domestic pet, decorating
recycle bins for the street, doing vegetation sysyetc., that focus on improving part of
the environment. In contrast, around the ages®ftal 12 children usually start to

recognize differences in perspective, develop tbgon of group, and improve their
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sense of self and society. At this stage, theyhlmarnvolved in larger projects at the
community level such as managing the local gardenducting surveys with experts or

local residents, etc.

In general, younger children tend to require marglgnce and support than older ones
and adults. Nevertheless, community initiativesusth provide appropriate opportunities
for young people of all ages and capacities to evdieir opinions, be heard and learn
from the impact of their decisions. This way, ygupeople are more likely to develop a
critical understanding of how things work in sogiend grow up as active contributors

for a more democratic world.

A central idea of this thesis is that modern tedbgies can help young people play a
more active and critical role in their communitiedndeed, if one looks at what is
happening today, there are many ways in which iegishformation and communication

technologies can be used to foster youth particpat

a) by helping youth participation become more Vesib

b) by providing alternative contexts for youth papation;

C) by serving as a pretext to involve young peapleommunity matters;

d) by helping young people perceive their rolerioaoler the community; and
e) by facilitating the implementation of youth-lsdcial projects.

More visibility. Nowadays, by doing a simple web search on topigsh as “youth
participation”, “civic engagement” or “children’sghts” one has access to thousands of
websites describing youth-related policies, orgatiins, issues, findings, discussions,
projects, opportunities and much more. At websitezh as UNICEF’s Voices of Youth

or the World Bank’s Youthirtk for instance, young people from all over the \waran

2 http://www.unicef.org/voy/

3 http://youthink.worldbank.org/
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find out more information about topics such aschights, education, HIV/AIDS, media
impact, sexual exploitation and the Millennium Dieygnent Goals; join discussion
forums; play games; participate in polls; get idéasprojects and access step-by-step
guides for social action. The range of what cafolbed on the web is so broad that there
are even specialized initiatives like “The Freel@tRroject” that serve as information
warehouses with hundreds of links to organizatioe$grences, surveys, and reports

associated with the field.

Having information about youth participation onliiselikely to increase the visibility of
the field, facilitate connections and foster thealepment of new initiatives. However,
despite the large amount of information alreadyilalgbe, youth participation still does
not occupy a headline position in the media agemdh unless one explicitly digs for it,
it will remain buried underneath other more pregsan appealing topics. Moreover, to
make things worst, most of the information aboutitiioparticipation is still in English
and only available online. As discussed in thesiotes section, a lot more still needs to
be to make access to digital content more inclugivaudiences that may need it the

most.

Alternative contexts. In addition to helping youth participation becomerm popular,
information and communication technologies alsophekpand the range of venues
through which young people can engage with so@etgrge. Text messaging from cell
phones, for instance, allows youth to overcomerthersonal lack of mobility and of
unregulated space by providing them with an inespen uncensored and boundless
medium for communication with their peers (Ito a@dkabe 2003). Likewise, as
mentioned above, the Internet opens all sorts efipdities for young people to know
what is happening in different parts of the wortdn groups who share their interests,

broadcast their ideas to large audiences, and more.

One of the interesting things about cyberspacéas it allows young people to create

new identities for themselves and gives them th@odpnity to participate in a variety of

* http://www.thefreechild.org/
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things without necessarily having to reveal whoythee or having to behave in a certain
way. Popular websites like MySpagéor instance, provide millions of young people
with a web page that they can personalize to shewlitings that they like and the people
they connect to. As members of online services siscNeopefs Virtual Laguna Beach

or Teen Second Lifeyouth can even contribute to the creation of dempirtual worlds

in which they have opportunity to come up with giw@l representation of themselves,
build and commercialize objects, construct virtpkces to live, and interact with new

people.

Although in some cases the freedom of identity soadal interaction of the online world
can be used to foster positive youth developmeatgBnd Chau 2006), in other cases it
may result in serious privacy and security issuks2006, the fear of unknown adults
contacting children led to the proposal of a sgduib— the Deleting Online Predators
Act® — to the United States House of Representativggesting that schools and public
libraries limit youth access to chat rooms andasersocial networking websites like

MySpace.

However, according to some authors, those sitgsiplportant roles in young people’s
social development, compensating for the lack obititg and access that youth currently
have by providing young people with a less strueduaind less controlled space that they
can use to hang out with their friends, acquire glemskills, make sense of culture, and
simply be themselves. Cutting young people offrtbaline communities would further
children isolation and contribute even more towatdsr social alienation (boyd 2006;
boyd and Jenkins 2006; Ito and Horst 2006).

® http://www.myspace.com/

® http://www.neopets.com/

" http://www.vlb.mtv.com/

8 http://teen.secondlife.com/

® http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deleting_Online_Predes_Act_of 2006
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Unfortunately, not even in cyberspace young peapetotally free to be themselves. In
Nicktropolis'®, for instance, a virtual-world developed by Nidddon, youth can only
interact with one another using a predefined set@fls and ready-made phrases that are

considered safe for them.

In my opinion, the important point is that youngpke are losing their space in the real
world and are trying to compensate for that with tbols that they have at hand. One
way or another, digital technologies already playeatral role in society and it does not
make sense to try to remove them from young pespiees. Perhaps what should be
done is to help adults understand young people’svatmns to be part of society,
recognize the pros and cons of modern technoldgredemocratic social development,
and use them to create better and more inclusiymroymities for young people to
participate in the combination of virtual and nartwal settings that comprise their

world.

Involvement in community affairs. A third way in which modern technologies can
contribute to foster youth participation is by segvas a pretext or motivator to draw
young people to certain socially- or politicallyemnted topics that they might not be
attracted to otherwise. That is the case of conityumnitiatives like, for instance, the
Committee for Democratization of Information Tectogies”, which embeds the
discussion of locally-relevant themes such as heaights, basic education in its

computer training courses.

An alternative approach that is becoming more papid the creation of games and
interactive simulations to help people become nawvare of how different issues affect
their lives. In the Gothan Gazéttea website about issues facing New York City, fiout
and adults can play with the city budget, plan & panderstand the different systems

that keep the city running, and more.

10 http://www. nicktropolis.com/
M http://www.cdi.org.br/

12 http://www.gothangazette.com/
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Another example is “Food Forcé” an interactive computer game created by the World
Food Programme of the United Nations. As parhefgame, young players learn about
world hunger by joining an emergency relief teaghfing a hunger crisis in the fictitious
island of Sheylan. As part of their mission, yoyrepple have to help in the initial crisis
assessment; create balanced diets under limitegebaidpilot helicopters; negotiate with

armed rebels blocking a food convoy; and use faddoahelp rebuild communities.

With over 4 million copies downloaded in the fiy&tar since its release, Food Force is
part of increasing group of humanitarian gameshie§i people understand complex
issues such as the Palestinian peace-making ptgdéssin refugee camps,

community organizintf, non-violent conflict resolutidt or farming in poor regiort&

The games are excellent learning resources thabatle engaging and full of detail.
However, even though those games are the resuditehsive research and real life
experiences, there is still a big difference betwetat players experience on the screen
and what they can do in the non-fictitious worlth order to minimize this gap, the
games themselves or their websites usually includes to lesson plans, news and
organizations related to the game’s core themeas atso lists with suggestions for how
to get involved. Still, a conscious effort shoblel made to make sure the players have
opportunity to reflect about the reality behind thame and incorporate the lessons

learned in their lives.

It is interesting to notice that, while on the drend games like the above are becoming
closer to reality, on the other hand there are masiances in which reality itself is

assuming the attributes of a game. For instanogle mouse clicks in the “Give Free

3 http://www.food-force.com/

14 http://www.seriousgames.dk/gc.html
15 http://www.darfurisdying.com/

18 http://www.organizinggame.org/

7 http://www.afmpgame.com/

18 http://www.heavygames.com/3rdworldfarmer/showgase.
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Food” button of The Hunger Site websi@rovides cups of staple food for the hungry
around the world. Selecting the “loan now” option the Kiva pag® allows one to
provide micro loans to small businesses in devalpgountries. Likewise, adding your
name to an email campaign organized by Move@ray contribute to the acceptance of

specific political agendas.

At the same time as the Internet provides indivisiuath the incredible power of making
a difference in the world at the convenience of ®keyboard, it is important to realize
that the quality of the experience of contributioga pre-defined cause at a distance is
very different from going out and organizing a pe@ly meaningful campaign on the

streets.

Group power. As it is going to be discussed in the followingapters, engaging young
people in local action projects provides them vaittneaningful context to learn from the
impact of their actions, find out about how deaisicare made, and develop a critical

understanding and appreciation about the placesavthey live.

Unfortunately, due to long distances and the coriids of urban life, sometimes it is

hard for young people to visualize themselves giap and get a sense of how powerful
they can be if they work together in an organizexywAlthough statistical surveys can
be used to represent youth opinion, numbers terzktabstract for youth and make it

difficult for young people to see how they conttidto the larger community.

According to Noveck (2006), virtual worlds suchSecond Life can provide people with
spaces where they can get together as a groupendept of individual location,
organize events to discuss particular issues, reatto others for ideas and support, get
a more personal feeling for their community sized enobilize themselves without losing
their individuality or being judged by the way thase perceived in the real world.

19 http://www.thehungersite.org/
2 http://www.kiva.org/

2 http://www.moveon.org/
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In fact, some organizations are trying to benebirf the attributes of virtual spaces to
bring youth together around issues that are metuling them. For instance, since
February 2006 Global Kids has been using its “$lan Teen Second Life to promote
events with UNICEF and other international orgatiges to educate and foster
discussions about HIV/AIDS, education, health, eiption, abuse and other relevant

topics.

However, despite of the possibilities, much stdeds to be done for new technologies to
make it possible for groups — small and large tat@ action and be able to bring the

power they have in cyberspace to the world of atoms

Youth-led, local social change. One organization that is trying to use cyberspace t
foster youth-led social change in the real worldTakingITGlobaf?, an international
web-based initiative specifically created to hetuiyg people connect with one another
and find the necessary resources to take actidheim local and global communities.
Among other things, as part of TakinglTGlobal, yguyreople can publish personal and
organizational profiles, search for people who shamilar interests, and obtain online
space for their projects. Each project listedha TakinglTGlobal directory includes,
among other things, a mailing list, a discussioruri;, a shared file space, a progress
report log, and a photo album. The website als® &aglobal calendar of events,

information about different countries and evendind funding organizations.

As of January 2007, the TakingITGlobal website badr 130,000 registered users with
over 2,000 projects from more than 160 countridgdthough TakinglTGlobal is doing
extremely well at the global level, the initiative receiving a large demand by its
membership to provide more support and programratrifpe local level. As described
in the website, “our services are only as relewvasitthey are accessible to people in

languages they speak, and through a format theycesess, and implementing programs

2 www.takingitglobal.org
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to bridge the gap between the online tools andneffivork will play a critical part in

increasing the effectiveness of the TIG netwdtk”

Unfortunately, there is an overall lack of studigghlighting how information and
communication technologies can be used to suppmrthyparticipation, especially in
what refers to young people’s engagement with tloesl communities (Bell 2005; Bers
and Chau 2006).

On the few references that | found, there were nmaoo differences in the roles played
by young people, the tools that were used anditigslof support that were provided. In

the Detroit Community Initiative’s Future LeadertSGrouth Corps (WSU 2003; Corley

2005), for instance, young people received trainmgeographic information systems

(GIS) and portable computing technologies to colt&ta on neighborhood housing and
environmental conditions. Although this initiatiyeovided local young people with a

good opportunity to interact with university stutierbecome aware of different aspects
of their neighborhood and learn about technology @ban planning, the actual planning
of the initiative and analysis of the results wdexeloped by the adult organizers of the
project.

In the Placeworxs project (Ramasubramanian and2804), the goal was to create
opportunities for youth to participate in neighbmod and community planning
processes. As part of the project, youth 13 toy@drs old worked in small groups to
develop proposals to address a planning issueviieey concerned about. Through this
process, they ended up developing a better undéiata of the dynamic relationships
between people and place, and learned to userdimpuier to create presentations,
posters and other materials for their projectsleéd, the authors highlight that the use of
digital photography and software programs helpedyibung participants articulate their
opinions and allowed them to connect their expegewith that of others in the
community. The authors also emphasized that tieeess of the project was a direct

result of the support provided for youth to take dad on the educational agenda of the

2 http://about.takingitglobal.org/d/programs/local
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initiative itself and of the flexibility of the oemizers to adapt to the young people’s

demands.

Finally, in the Gardner Center’s Youth Engaged maining and Leadership (YELL)

project (Penuel, Gray et al. 2004), youth member adult staff from a partner youth
organization collaborated with the researchers aking the decisions for introducing

technologies in their neighborhood-oriented progranfccording to the authors, new
technologies can be disruptive to programs whew &hne first introduced, and staff tends
to get frustrated if they do not get adequate stpjpolearn more about the tools or to
design activities that use the technology in megfminvays. However, the proper use of
appropriate technologies can increase opporturfidiegouth to assume more ownership

over their projects.

In the example described in the article, youth usaddhelds and a combination of
software specifically designed to facilitate thdlexiion and analysis of survey data.
This way, rather than having to spend time typinfprimation into the computer or
waiting for adults to compile the survey resultuyg people themselves could
manipulate the data and develop deeper understgdintheir meaning. That initiative
demonstrated that technology can be an effectie¢ tto engage youth in authentic
activities. Nevertheless, “ensuring that technglpipys a useful role within a youth
development program [...] is a difficult task. Itgreres careful attention to designing
authentic tasks, a willingness to reflect critigatin unsuccessful aspects of technology

implementation, and careful planning for sustailigbi(pg. 7).

In my opinion, local community organizations camyplan important role in helping

young people connect better with the places whieey tive. However, despite the

increasing number of youth organizations that sthihcorporating cameras, mapping
tools and media production software as part ofrthetivities there seems to exist a
distance between what those tools can offer and thieayouth organizations require in
order to doing their work. The references and agpees described above highlight
some of the things to be considered, but much meesls to be done in order to take

44



technology-supported youth participation from puattesearch initiatives to commonly

adopted practices. It is my hope that this thesig contribute to that process.

2.3 Educative cities

This thesis has also been influenced by the “edwecatity” initiative, which aims at
making the latent learning opportunities of urbanters more explicit and conducive for
young people’s free explorations (Carr and Lyncb& %Southworth 1970; Southworth
1988).

As suggested by Carr and Lynch (1968), the urbanr@mment plays a key role in

supporting the development of individuals. The @t“is a medium for transmitting the

form and content of contemporary society, a teryito be explored, and a setting for the
testing of identity. With the attrition of familfunction and the waning influence of
tradition and authority, the individual seeks idgnthrough his own experience. He
must make himself in choice and action, and he rdasto, by and large, in the urban
environment.” (pg. 1280).

According to the educative cities proponents, thare several elements that can be
manipulated to increase the educative effectiverésthe city. Among others, they
suggest the creation of special transportationegyst maps, trails, activities and guided
tours to help children explore and become exposedifterent aspects (economical,
historical, cultural, environmental) of city lif€€arr and Lynch 1968; Southworth 1970;
Southworth and Zien 1971; Southworth and Southwd®81; Southworth 1988;
Southworth, Southworth et al. 1990). In particussme recommend the placement of
appropriate public signing as an economical anckcéffe way of increasing the
informativeness and navigability of the urban eomment for children and adults
(Southworth and Southworth 1981; Southworth 1988).

Some authors even suggest that special multimadskk and audio devices could be
used to enhance the city experience for childrehyaruth. Unfortunately, perhaps due
to lack of technological infrastructure at the timbose ideas never ended up being

implemented.
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Today, however, there are several projects that aim creating technological
infrastructures to help youth explore and docuntbatworld outside their homes and

schools (Druin and Hourcade 2005).

In the Ambient Wood project (Rogers, Stanton eR@04; Rogers, Price et al. 2005), for
instance, children use a combination of electrpnabes and mobile tools to do scientific
explorations of an outdoor woodland environment thad been previously enhanced
with a wireless network of sensors, displays arebkers created to ‘digitally augment’
the youth experience of the area.

In the New Sense of Place project (Williams, Joeeal. 2003; Williams, Jones et al.
2005), rather than experiencing digital informatialmeady prepared for educational
purposes, young people are placed in the role atecd producers and can use a
combination of handheld computers, location senandsheadphones to create and leave

sound messages (or ‘soundscapes’) around in théocibthers to explore.

In the Yellow Arrow project’, participants decorate the streets with yellowwarshaped

stickers pointing to the elements they want to lgit. These can range from a favorite
view of the city, a local bar, or an odd fire hyakra Participants then update Yellow
Arrow's database by sending a text message froin mhebile phone to the unique
identification number written in their yellow arrosticker. When another person
encounters the arrow, he or she can query the Wellwow system by calling the arrow
number and receiving all text messages originadlgoaiated with the arrow. Through
this location-based exchange of text-messages,idbéa is to highlight the unique

characteristics, personal histories, and hiddereseof everyday spaces.

A last example is the eBag system (Brodersen, @msen et al. 2005), which aims at
making it easier for youth to collaboratively hamdélectronic materials collected
anywhere with a variety of devices such as compugenart boards, cell phones, cameras
and the like.

2 http://www.yellowarrow.org/
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Although technologies like the ones described alwarepotentially facilitate free youth
exploration and the development of community-oeenprojects, it is not very clear that
they will ever become available to the ones who ldameed them the most. Moreover,
similar to what happened to other technologieseddmg on how they are used the new
tools may contribute even more to increase comivel young people or to transform the
world into a classroom that enforces predefinedgtives and inhibits self-initiative.

The final outcome will really depend on the empsasven by the initiative itself.

Even today, despite all the advances in technolegry few websites and services have
been created to provide information for childremdaa more comprehensive
technological support for the implementation of eative cities has yet to become

reality.

In general, the Educative Cities approach is rafresin the sense that it liberates youth
to explore the urban space on their own, withoytedeling too much on a particular

youth organization or adult group to be with themalhtimes.

However, despite the literature saying that edueatities should provide youth with
opportunities to experiment with different societales and have a say in the project
(Carr and Lynch 1968; Southworth 1970), in practicest of the attempts to implement
educative cities have been led by adults and fatusere on increasing children’s
exposure to the physical environment rather thenhelping them understand and
contribute to the different socio, cultural andifichl elements that permeate the urban

space.

Indeed, it is interesting to notice that many o thitiatives that aim at creating better
cities for children and youth have a tendency tepkehild-participation as a lower-

priority item in their strategies. For instancd&eTPopulation Connection’s rank of best

125

“kid friendly cities™ and “kid friendly countries® focuses on different population,

% http://www.kidfriendlycities.org/

2 http://www.kidfriendlycountries.org/
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health, environment, education and economic sitziand does not even consider degree

of youth participation in its analysis.

The same seems to be true even for UNICEF’s ChilenBly Cities Initiativé’, which

works with governments and partner organizatioamfall over the world in the creation
of cities where the rights of children are an in&kgart of public policies, programs and
decisions (Riggio 2002). Although children pagaiion is a key element in the Child
Friendly Cities Initiative, its actual implementati really depends on government’s
interests and sometimes requires pressures fromgy@eople and youth groups to

become a priority (Racelis and Aguirre 2002).

According to Southworth (1970), youth participation urban planning requires that
child-oriented initiatives become more decentralizeo that they open up more
possibilities for young people to join in and hareeffective voice.

If the goal is to create more engaging and empaowedities for youth, a stronger
emphasis should be placed on creating approprigenizations and networks to support

and inspire young people in their community prgect

This is one of the main objectives of the differgritiatives described in this thesis.

2" http://www.childfriendlycities.org/
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3. Research design

The concept of “social development” adopted in twsrk is akin to the notion of
“empowerment” as defined by “empowerment theory’ asea of community psychology

that has been receiving increasing attention dimeearly 1980s.

According to empowerment theory, an empowered coniiyiis proactive in efforts to
improve its own quality of life and provides opporities for its members to gain
mastery over issues of concern to them. Among dthirgs, an empowered community
is comprised by settings for citizen involvementcessible resources (recreational
facilities, health care, media channels, serviegg) an open governmental system with
strong leadership (Israel, Checkoway et al. 199nZerman 2000).

Empowered communities are directly dependent upod a&hould nourish the
development of empowered individuals, i.e. peoph® are capable of making decisions,
have control over their own life, and are activelyolved in initiatives that influence

their environment.

By attaching ‘active engagement’ as one of thergsgdettributes of empowerment, the
theory attempts to make sure that initiatives tiestcribe themselves as ‘empowering’ go
beyond providing the mere feeling of empowermesat i so common in schools or
other educational institutions and help individuatsually do things that are important to

them and have a voice in their communities (Rig93).

Empowered communities are also comprised of welhected organizations that are
both “empowering” and “empowered”. The first has do with organizations that
provide their members with opportunities to devesiqils, assume multiple roles and
participate in the decision-making process. Tiwisé has more to do with the ability of
the organization to compete for resources, netwotik other organizations, and expand
its influence (Riger 1993; Israel, Checkoway etl&®94; Zimmerman 1995; Zimmerman
2000).
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All too often organizations such as neighborhoabeisitions help people get a sense of
empowerment without necessarily getting more paweas an organization over time.
However, if those organizations do not manage teeha presence in the larger
sociopolitical context, they may be doomed to titang or ineffective actions (Riger
1993).

In this thesis, | defend the idea that youth tetbgw centers can play a key role in
helping empower young people in relationship toirtttemmunities. However, as
discussed in the previous chapter, the mere ate¢eshnology does not necessarily help

people connect better with the places where thvey li

If youth participation and local civic engagemeasult from learning initiatives that
provide opportunities for young people to be expagedifferent aspects of community
life and try out their own ideas, then the effeetigss of empowering technology
initiatives will depend on the extent that they ot young people in the implementation

of their community-oriented projects.

Unfortunately, providing the appropriate supportyouth participation poses a series of
methodological and technical challenges to youtirielogy centers. The goal of this
thesis is to identify the most important of thokaltenges and propose viable alternatives

to them.

3.1 Research goals

This thesis focuses on the design of technologpeuded initiatives that foster youth

participation and local civic engagement.
More specifically, | am interested in the followingsearch questions:

* What are the main attributes of learning initiatithat foster youth participation and

local civic engagement?

* How can digital technologies support the implemgoitaof those learning initiatives
in youth technology centers?
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* What attributes should digital technologies haveritler to become more suitable for
that task?

» What other factors have to be in place, besidesettienology, for those initiatives to

succeed?

When 1 refer to “youth participation and local @wngagement,” | mean the active and
critical participation of young people in matterat affect the places where they live.
Ideally, | would like to identify the basic elemernif initiatives that help young people
learn about how things work in their neighborhob@nefit from the opportunities

available, and contribute in meaningful ways togheater good of their communities.

In this sense, as discussed in the previous chaptgr understanding of “civic
engagement and participation” is akin to the debtniof “individual empowerment” as
defined by empowerment theory and, if applied tang people, is also akin to the

definition of “youth participation” as discussedtire background chapter.

In particular, | believe the fields of “youth pa&ipation” and “empowerment theory” can
be self-reinforcing and complementary to one amnoth&/hile empowerment theory
provides an interesting framework that can be usedituate youth participation in
relationship to adult, organization and communitypewerment, the youth participation
research field can help empowerment theorists wstaled the developmental, the
environmental, and the other key elements that plaple in helping young people

become active and critical participants of society.

In this thesis, unless otherwise specified, thenser‘youth participation”, “civic
engagement” and “empowerment” will be used in chi@angeable ways to refer to the
ability of individuals to become aware of and beeoattively and critically involved

with matters that affect their lives.

When | refer to “local”, | understand the “neighbood” or, more broadly, the different
streets and city areas where young people spend lihes. To some extent, the

neighborhood is the first space outside the housgwoth organization in which young
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people have opportunity to interact with the broactemmunity in a less-controlled or

less-mediated way.

By focusing on young people’s neighborhoods, cilycangaging initiatives start with
spaces that are already potentially accessiblefandiar to youth and, with that, create
opportunities for young people to contribute witleit personal experience and become
more involved with the different aspects of thejgcd Moreover, the neighborhood
seems to constitute an appropriate scope for tieaded initiatives, providing a context
that is at the same time small enough to help yqeaple learn from the impact of their
actions, and big enough to expose them to diffgnenple, values and resources that are
available to them. Finally, by concentrating oe tieighborhood, initiatives can help
youth regain and contribute to a space that aldonge to them and increase the
recognition of young people’s ideas by the otheminers of the community.

When 1 refer to “youth technology centers,” | mee community centers, libraries,
telecenters, school labs and other spaces in wluahg people can use computers for

open-ended and personally relevant activities.

| am particularly interested in those centers faruanber of reasons. The first and most
obvious is that youth technology centers alreadgrod minimum of technology and
technical support that, at least in theory, carubed for community-related initiatives.
The second is that youth technology centers tendaie@ more flexibility in terms of
schedule, membership and curriculum than formabalsh which makes them more
suitable for the implementation of the longer-temmylti-age, interdisciplinary projects
associated with community participation. In aduhtto that, perhaps because they are a
loosely defined combination of community organiaati after-school center, and
computer lab, youth technology centers often englaging the role of ‘intermediary
spaces’ (Noam, Biancarosa et al. 2003) that brithgelives of individuals, families,

schools, work, and other organizations.

To sum up, as discussed in the previous chaptaradays there is a large interest from
governments and funding organizations in using modechnologies to foster

community development. | believe that this positpolitical interest, together with the
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infrastructure already in place and the lessonsnégh from existing community
technology initiatives, plus the potential opengcbw technologies, comprise an unique
opportunity to compensate for the challenges fdmegoung people in modern cities and
build a much more inclusive, empowering and engagociety with and for them. That

is why | decided to focus this research on thegestetion of those different areas.

3.2 Research approach

In order to explore the research questions listetie previous section, this thesis follows
a “design-based research” approach (a.k.a. “desgerimentation” or, more simply,

“design research” approach), which is an interiglstary methodology specifically

created to study innovation, often including newhtelogies, in real-life educational
settings such as classrooms, after-school prograomputer-supported collaborative
learning environments and others (Brown 1992; H®adl002; Cobb, Confrey et al.

2003; DBRC and Collective 2003; Collins, Joseplalet2004; Joseph 2004; Sandoval
and Bell 2004).

Within this approach, researchers collaborate widhcators in the design and study of
innovative interventions — the so-called “desigmperiments”. Those experiments start
with a set of pre-defined conceptual principlest thee then constantly assessed and
refined in evolving cycles of theory generation gmectice improvement. The lessons
and challenges from one phase inform the principles organization of the next phase
and the process keeps evolving in a self-direcivag until all the major questions have

been addressed. As described by Cobb et al.,dbtiee distinctive characteristics of the

design experiment methodology is that the reseaim deepens its understanding of the
phenomenon under investigation while the experingeint progress.” (2003, pg. 12).

The iterative development process of design expariemcompensates for some of the
drawbacks of more traditional, laboratory-basedcatlan research making it easier, for
instance, to reconfigure the experiment based erstimetimes unpredictable, emergent
student behaviors, and also to devise new leartivegries that are more directly

applicable to realistic situations.
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The narratives produced as a result of design erpats also tend to provide important
contextual clues about how the ideas evolved amex &nd how different design aspects
should be considered in different settings. Asfead by Hoadley (2002), all too often
technology-oriented studies present the tools bdewjed as fully-formed entities,
providing little background about how they camebt and the processes that shaped

their development.

Despite the potential advantages, design expersnarg likely to generate extremely
large and complex amounts of data to be analyzetisametimes the lessons learned in
a particular context, although valuable for theiaiion at hand, may not necessarily be
valid across settings. In order to address thba#lenges, design researchers have to be
very specific about the perspectives consideredhian experiments and clarify the
influence of contextual factors in the developmartheir work.

In the present work, | started the design reseprohess with the implementation of the
Young Activists Network (YAN) initiative. In theirst YAN attempt, | tried to
implement a traditional approach to civic engagetmgparticipatory action research with
children — using the resources and the organizaltisinuctures that were already in place
in the youth technology organizations that we paed with. The idea was to learn as
much as possible from what worked — or did not weik already-existing organizations

and only then start implementing changes.

In the end, the Young Activists Network evolvedotngh a series of three design
iterations or attempts that ranged from 3 to 9 men¢ach (Figure 2). The YAN
experiment led me to think about the roles of tedbgy in youth participation and
helped me organize the discussion about that topithe background chapter. The
lessons learned from the Young Activists Netwoidodked me to the implementation of
another enterprise, the What’s Up Lawrence initeggtiwhich already evolved through

two major design iterations and is still under depment.
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The Young Activists Network (YAN) initiative
YAN; | = | YAN, | = YAN;
I I >
2003 2004
The What's Up Lawrence initiative
2 1
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e e o o o e e e e e e e e -
I P>
2005 2006

Figure 2 - Design experiments developed during thbesis

Rather than a merely observing what happened, arbecdirectly involved with the
actual implementation of the initiatives mentiorszbve, working side-by-side with the
practitioners and young people at the youth teadmpotenters, trying out new ideas and
incorporating the participant’s feedback into tesearch development cycles. In most
cases, | was physically present at the actual messdf the project. In others, |
maintained contact with the organizers through értelephone, shared web-based notes
and special meetings.

Each of the design iterations has been analyzedighra collection of socio, cultural and
organizational attributes that affected the techgplusage and the implementation of the

initiative. Those attributes are described in di@ahe next section.

Following the suggestions proposed by Collins, pbset al. (2004), each phase of the
above-mentioned experiments is presented with tuafs, development, challenges and

lessons learned.
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3.3 Criteria for the design and analysis of technol  ogical initiatives for

social empowerment

This section builds on the discussions of Chapteaan@ of the previous section. It
provides a detailed description of the differentesds that have to be considered in the
design and analysis of technology-supported inveat for social empowerment. It
should be noticed that those attributes not onlpdte define important aspects of the
Young Activists Network and the What's Up Lawrenastiatives; the attributes

themselves have been refined with the developnfahbse initiatives.

According to Collins, Joseph et al. (2004), theilaites used in the analysis of design
experiments should be characterized in terms ofl€jendent variables”, i.e. the
contextual elements that may affect the outcomehef experiment, and “dependent
variables”, i.e. the elements that can be usedtivally define the success or failure of

the experiment.

In the proposed framework, the independent varsabhble/e been organized in two main
categories: the “approach variables” that desdifileeactivities to be implemented, and
the “settings variables” that describe the locatwimere those activities are going to
happen. In a similar way, the dependent variabdese also been organized into three
larger categories: the “empowerment variables” Whiglate to expected outcome of the
initiative on individuals, organizations, and thenumunity as a whole; the “climate
variables”, that help characterize how the acggitevolve over time; and, finally, the
“system variables”, which concern the replication austainability of the initiative as a

whole.

In a simplified way, the design experiments destim this thesis can be understood as
attempts to implement a given approach, or a sg@redefined activities, on a specific
setting, in this case, a youth technology centeguiieé 3). Hopefully, the execution of
the approach will activate climate variables susheagagement, participation, outreach
and technology usage to the expected levels ant that, generate the desired
empowerment-related outcomes. In case somethiegpacted happens, the approach is
modified and a new attempt is implemented.
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engagement,
participation,
outreach,
technology usage

approach _
setting
+ external resources individual,
organizational and
community
empowerment

Figure 3 - Variables analyzed in the proposed appwch

Table 1 summarizes the main variables to be coreidm the design and analysis of
technological initiatives for social empowermeiiihose variables are described in detalil

below.

Approach variables. The following are the main variables or attrésithat have to be
considered when designing or analyzing the aatiwitthat comprise technological

initiatives for social empowerment:

* Goal of the initiative. It is important to remember that empowerment aodal
development have different connotations for difféneeople and that initiatives may
focus more into certain aspects of the definitibant others resulting in different
outcomes. For instance, as discussed in the pewbapter, traditional approaches
to development may lead to the empowerment of iddals and the reinforcement of
existing social structures. In the case of thesib, | am particularly interested in the
technological initiatives that foster youth pamp@iion and local civic engagement as
described earlier in this chapter.

57



Table 1 - Variables to be considered in the desigand analysis of technological

initiatives for social empowerment

Goal of the initiative

What aspects of empowerndogs it aim to address?

(%))

Q

g Intended audience Who does the initiative aim tp@mer?

T : : —

> Scope What is the domain of the activities developed as pf

5 P the initiative?

S

g Activity organization How are those activities ggito be structured?

<

. What kinds of materials, technologies and support
Required resources ; :
structures will be required?

.y Space organization Where is the_ |n|t|2t|ve going to happen? How is th
€5 space organized?
E=I
Q=
2] g Accessibility How inclusive is the initiative?

Empowerment
variables

Individual empowerment

What is the impact of thiéative on individuals?

Organizational empowermen

t

What is the impact efitfitiative on organizations?

Community empowerment

What is the impact of the initiative on the larger
community?

Activity engagement

How relevant and attractivéhes initiative?

Ease of adoption

0

Q

I Activity participation How does the initiative engage participants in sieci-
< making?

>

9 L How many individuals and organizations became
< Activity outreach . Py

£ involved?

© Technology usage How are the different tools usdtie initiative?

0 Sustainability How can the initiative survive ovgne?

[}

g

£ Scalability How can the initiative be replicatednailtiple sites?
>

€ To what extent can a single initiative increase its
Q Spread o

3 capacity?

>

n

What are the challenges inheoestatting the initiative?
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Intended audience What are the age and socioeconomic status gbdhecipants?
Do they live in the same area? How much accetiseiphave and how familiar they
are with modern technologies such as computerspbehes, cameras, etc.? Do the
participants have to work? How much time wouldytheve available for the
initiative? Are they already engaged in commumélated initiatives? Answers to
such questions can be very helpful to determineldékiel of support that will be
required and the way the overall initiative hasbi® organized. In the Young
Activists Network, we started with a broad defiaitiof whom we were planning to
work with — mainly youth of 10 to 18 years old wlkame to our partner youth
technology centers — and only with time we statte@ay more attention to specific

characteristics of our members.

Scope How broad or how narrow are the issues and &etvthat young people are
going to be involved with? Are they going to focois questions related to their
families, the youth organization they are part thie neighborhood, the city, the
country, the planet? Are they going to concent@tequestions related to virtual
communities? As discussed earlier, an initiativese goal is to paint a school mural
is very likely to require a different kind of supgpand resources than one that focuses
on addressing the environmental issues of globatmvey. They will also be prone
to different levels of feedback and engagementrttat be appropriate to participants

of different age groups and backgrounds.

Activity organization. Even initiatives that aim at similar audiencesowrces and
scope may be organized in different ways resultirtgtally diverse outcomes. Some
may emphasize the development of technical skilsile others may concentrate
more on personal reflection, teamwork or activitiesthe street. As it is going to be
discussed, there is no single recipe to promotehyparticipation and local civic
engagement and, unfortunately, there is a lacketdilgd references describing best
practices on how to do that with technologies. tha case of the Young Activists
Network, for instance, many educational approadramplementation paths had to
be tried out before finding one that allowed youth use technologies in a

contextualized way and take the lead in their comitytoriented projects.
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Required resources How many hours, what kind of equipment, and whiatl of
support will be required by the initiative? Are tile required resources available at
the organization or at the community? What kindisthings would have to be

brought from the outside? Would local staff reqany special training?

Helping young people feel confident about themsehexpress their opinions and
work as a group may require specific staff assearefore and during the initiative.
Likewise, the development of projects around theghtorhood may require
transportation to bring young people around, cotioes with local organizations and
other things that may not be readily available.mifirly, working with mapping
tools, video cameras and other technologies mayilesptecific training in order to be
done properly. Indeed, as it is going to be disedss1 some cases youth technology
centers may already have most of the required reesubut do not necessarily know
how to use them to create a friendly environmentyfauth participation. In other
cases, the centers are already so overwhelmed tbatirtually impossible for them

to go beyond their current activities to suppomtyoin their own projects.

Setting variables The following are the main variables to be cdased when analyzing

or designing the location or space in which th&ative is expected to run:

Space organization Youth technology centers vary widely in the wihgy are
organized. Some may look more like a lab, with patars organized in rows
throughout the entire space, while others may loake like design studios with
large tables, sketch boards and craft materiats.our research we found out that,
among other things, it is important to considethd setting will be shared with other
people or initiatives. That can be either goodbad, depending on how well the
different groups complement each other. It is amsportant to consider if young
people will have an adequate space for discussiadsplanning and whether or not
technology will be within easy access. Whereass@one activities it was important
to have computers at hand, for others the proxiteitthe machines turned out to be
more distracting than helpful.
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Accessibility. In an ideal situation, civic engagement initiatist®ould be open for
all members of the community to participate. Hoerevas discussed in the
background chapter, the very way in which commuméghnology initiatives are

organized tends to create barriers that prevenntitesion of many.

There are different kinds of barriers to accesgb(Table 2). Some of them are
community-related and involve, for instance, thealion of the initiative, the

transportation facilities that exist for people dget there, etc. Other barriers are
organization-related and have to do things likerbaf operation, fees, attendance

capacity, norms, services provided, and others.

Location, transportation availability, socio andtaetal norms,

Community-specific laws, etc.

Hours of operation, fees, attendance capacity;riate

Organization-specific regulations, etc.

Device-specific Ergonomics, cost, media capabilities, etc.

Application-specific | Required skills, interface metaphor, usabilityewelncy, etc.

Table 2 - Accessibility barriers inherent to commuiity technology initiatives

Emerging trends in mobile and communication teabgiels can help overcome some
of those barriers by bringing services and inforarato the people whenever and
wherever they are. However, technology itself atgurs in a series of barriers that
prevent participation. Examples include deviceesfpe barriers such inadequate
hardware ergonomics or high costs; applicationifipebarriers such as specific
skills required to use the tool; and also contetdted aspects such as the language

used, the interface metaphor, or the relevancii@functionality made available.

As part of the Young Activists Network we had se¥esituations in which the time
or space made available for the sessions was mobeht for youth. In others, the
level of literacy required by the tools was beyadiné one of the participants, causing

frustration. As it will be discussed in chapterte What's Up Lawrence initiative
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attempted to use telephones to address severabsé issues, but there is still much

work to be done in this area.

Empowerment variables The following are the empowering variables thave to be

considered in the design and analysis of techncddbgiinitiatives for social

empowerment:

Individual empowerment. How has the initiative impacted its participdhtslave
they become more confident in their abilities? élt#vwey acquired important skills, or
learned meaningful facts about their communitiesfave they established new
connections with other individuals and organizatitimat may support them? Has the
initiative motivated its members to participate mactively in community events?
Although the main goal of this thesis is to cre@ehnological initiatives that focus
primarily on young people and help them connedebetith their communities, it is
also important to analyze the impact of the initin the adults who are also part of
it. In the Young Activists Network, for instancie volunteers who facilitated the
sessions with the youth became extremely impreabedt the ideas raised by young

people and the energy youth put into the thingg tdaeed about.

Organizational empowerment How were participant organizations affected by th
initiative? Have they changed the way they peeepung people? Have the
organizations changed the way they structure thimes?2 Have they established new
partnerships with organizations that may suppattin the future? Has the initiative
increased the capacity of organizations to reach touother individuals and

organizations? Have those organizations become molusive over time?

Community empowerment Has the technological initiative fostered theation of
new empowering initiatives in the community? Hascontributed to provide
participants with a better sense of community amatexd values? Has it contributed

to concrete changes in the community environment?
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Climate variables. The following are the main variabldsat help characterize how the

technological initiatives for social empowermentlere over time:

Activity engagement In order for initiatives to succeed, it is imtaort that they be

relevant and attractive to the individuals and argations that are related to it. That
is a core element required to guarantee their lotegen sustainability and scalability.
Indeed, as it is going to be discussed, sustaydugh engagement in initiatives such
as the Young Activists Network turned out to be anteasy task, especially when
participation was optional, and the projects werggtterm and competed with other
initiatives that required less commitment or ofterenore direct or immediate

rewards.

Activity participation. While the “individual empowerment” variable dissed
above is concerned with the amount of perceivedrobifor empowerment) that
individuals acquire over their own lives as a resil the initiative, the “activity
participation” variable has to do with the oppoiti@s provided by the initiative for
the individuals to practice decision-making witlime activities that compose the
initiative itself. Hopefully, by allowing particgmts to make decisions and learn from
their actions within the context of the initiatiteey will be more likely to extend that

knowledge to other aspects of their lives.

When analyzing the level of control or participatithat young people have in
relationship to the initiative, it is important distinguish between initiatives in which
young people are either free, obliged or prohibtteg@articipate. It is also important
to identify the level of participation that youthlMhave in the decisions inherent to
the initiative itself. According to Hart (1997)pyth participation can range from
instances in which young people are manipulatedsed as decoration, to ones in
which young people actually lead the initiativesd ashare decision-making with

adults.

In our work, we aimed for the latter. In fact, eel of the changes implemented
from one design experiment phase to the other amhedeating better conditions for
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young people to externalize their thoughts aboeir tommunity with a minimum of

direction from the adult facilitators that workedmthem.

Activity outreach. How many and what kinds of individuals and oigations end
up being involved in the initiative? The succesmpowering initiatives is directly
dependent on the establishment of support netwibikshelp in the implementation
and sustainability of the different projects impkamted by the participants of the
initiative. As will be seen, one of the main ckaljes of the Young Activists
Network was the lack of outreach to residents arghrizations from the local
community. The What's Up Lawrence Iinitiative atfged to address that issue by
creating a telephone- and web-based network tleditééed communication across

the city.

Technology usage This variable has to do with the role playediy tools vis-a-vis
the development of the initiative. Although teclogy availability should be seen as
an independent variable to be considered undeuiired) resources,” the actual way
in which technology is used constitutes an impdrtdependent variable to be
observed. For instance, was technology used tacattoung people? Was it used to
support specific tasks such as problem analyssjpgcommunication, or promotion
of the initiative? Were there specific parts o# thitiative that could benefit from
new technologies? Were there specific aspecthefavailable tools that could be

improved to make them more fit to the task?

As it is going to be discussed, although there seeral ways in which modern
technologies could be used to support youth engaggrthe reality is that the tools
usually available in youth technology centers avenecessarily appropriate for the
task. In some cases, the lack of ideal tools migthtompensated with alternative
methods or extra adult support, but the options maybe as good. Hopefully, the
case studies and discussions raised in this teBisielp attract more attention to
these problems and, with that, contribute to theeligment of better-suited
technologies for local civic-engagement.
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System variables The following are the main variables that affélee initiation,

replication and sustainability of technologicaltimiives for social empowerment:

e Sustainability. An important question to be considered in angrrwinity-related
endeavor is how well the initiative will survive @vtime. A common solution to this
problem is to try to minimize technical and persalrgosts as much as possible or try
to incorporate some sort of revenue generation areésim as part of the initiative
itself. The caveat, however, is that the emphasikwer-costs or self-sustainability
may end up driving too much of the process and grevg the exploration of
alternative solutions that could prove to be beitethe longer range. Moreover,
sometimes there is a tendency to measure the saisiigtly of community technology
initiatives in terms of the direct costs and outesmwithout necessarily balancing
those costs in relationship to the more intangibielarger-scale socio-cultural
products of the initiative. For instance, how #dcalate the cost-benefits of schools
and other educational organizations? To what éxdees it make sense to force
educational, health and cultural initiatives to dmdf-sustained? In some ways, its
probably better to expand the scope of analysim ftbe initiative itself to the
community its part of and try to analyze the sumthility of the set as whole. In that
case, the question would be more like: can the comnfy sustain its empowering

initiatives?

Unfortunately, as pointed out in the previous chgpinitiatives that try to engage
people in meaningful community development tenddquire a lot effort and be
extremely dependent on their organizing team. cdAmd out in our experiments, the
same seems to be even more so in initiatives imglyouth. In the design
experiments described in this thesis, we exploreahatechnical and methodological

alternatives to those challenges, but much wotkretnains to be done in this area.

e Scalability. Other important question to be considered in #malysis of
technological initiatives for local civic engagenén how easy it would be to scale
the initiative to different settings. In the casfethe Young Activists Network, we

started with a centralized, workshop-based apprdzathwe thought would be easy to
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replicate. However, we soon realized that, in otdedo something more sustainable
and respectful of the local values, it would betdretto implement a more

decentralized and organic approach to civic engagém

» Spread While the scalability variable is concerned abthg replication of the
initiative across multiple settings, the spreadialde is concerned about the
challenges inherent to expanding the capacity @firtitiative within its own setting.
For instance, how difficult would it be to increabe number of participants in the
Young Activists Network or in the What's Up Lawrenitiative? Among other
things, with the What's Up Lawrence initiative weaftned that certain activities
required a minimum volume of participants in ordermake sense. The question
then became how to structure the activity so thatould spread to achieve that

volume in a sustainable and meaningful way.

» Ease of adoption The What's Up Lawrence initiative also showedl tthe adoption
of a new technology initiative may encounter challes both at the individual as well
as the organizational level. It is important tp o address those challenges before

attempting to measure other systemic, climate ggamering variables.

It is worth pointing out that the variables listadove are all inter-dependent and inter-
connected. For instance, different approaches dothy participation may require
different resources and that may affect both thetasmability and the scalability of the

initiative.

Moreover, although the all the different variabletsed above are central, there were
times when we had to focus in some of them andmothers. For instance, for most of
YAN's first year we were concerned with the develgmt of an appropriate educational
approach that would be participatory and lead ® ithplementation of meaningful

neighborhood-oriented projects. Until we managedd that, there was no major reason

to push for other experiment variables such asmaiility or scalability.

Finally, it is also important to realize that, in &leal world, design research should be

done with a team of experts focusing on differespegts of the experiment such as
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technology usage, youth development, documentagtm, Although during YAN’s
second year we managed to get volunteers to caatenbn community support,
materials’ development and technology design, nodsthe work was accomplished
primarily by a team composed by myself and edunatidacilitators from the youth
technology centers we partnered with.
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4. The Young Activists Network initiative

In order to understand the ways in which technoleguld be used to support the
implementation of action-research projects with tiipun 2002 | started the Young
Activists Network (YAN), a volunteer-based initiadi that partnered with youth
technology centers from different parts of the woand helped them organize local

youth to become agents of change in the placesenthey lived.

As discussed in the background chapter, the deredapof participatory-action research
projects with youth is usually perceived as anaie way of helping young people
develop critical understanding and participate magtively in their communities.
According to this approach, young people shouldkveide-by-side with adults following
a research-and-action lifecycle that goes from tifleng personally meaningful

community challenges to solution planning, impletagan and reflection.

YAN projects involved youth going out into the comanity, interviewing residents,
visiting local organizations, taking pictures, lolg representations and, based on that,
identifying personally relevant neighborhood chadjes that they, with support from
adults, would like to tackle. In addition to enagtcommunity change, young people
were motivated to document their own work and, anafiel to the project, create some
sort of documentary or presentation telling theystf their initiative. At the end, a
community celebration was organized for youth tespnt those stories and share the
inspiration with other youth and community member§hat event also provided an
opportunity to recognize the efforts of everyoneowbntributed to the projects.

Among other projects, youth from India planted $redong side the road that crossed
their village, children from Charlestown (MA) puitied a flyer about Children’s Rights
in their community, and young people from Cheldda) produced an event about teen
pregnancy. Other groups organized street clearvapt®, raised funds for local causes,

or started campaigns for things that were pertitethem.
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In general, YAN projects were facilitated by a teemmposed of up to 3 YAN volunteers
and 1 or 2 staff members of the youth technologytere The facilitators usually met
with a group of 5 to 10 youth of 10 to 18 years atate or twice a week for about 2 hours
per session. Depending on the complexity, projéasted from 2 weeks to about 3

months.

As it is going to be detailed in the following deats, the Young Activists Network
model evolved through the development of threegieskperiments between the fall of
2002 and the spring of 2004. During this periodNystarted in Charlestown (MA),
expanded internationally, and then refocused inBbston area. It also went from a
centralized, workshop-based approach to a morenttatieed and participatory one that

was implemented with the support of specializedintders (Table 3).

1% YAN attempt 2" YAN attempt 3 YAN attempt
Fall 2002 Spring 2003 Fall 2003 — Spring 2004
Charlestown (MA) 10 youth organizations in 7 | 3 youth organizations in the

countries (Brazil, Colombia, | Boston area (Charlestown,
Costa Rica, India, Mexico, Chelsea, South Boston)
Philippines, USA)

Workshop-based approach Participatory, open-ended| Participatory, open-ended
approach approach with organized
volunteer support

Centralized, pre-defined | Locally adapted, bottom-up | Locally adapted curriculum
curriculum curriculum with reference materials

Table 3 — The evolution of the YAN model

In its peak of activity, YAN included 10 communityrganizations from 7 different
countries. With the exception of one organizatioat twe worked with in Brazil, all the
others were part of the Computer Clubhouse NetwB&snick, Rusk et al. 1998), an
international network of over 100 learning centersvhich young people 10 to 18 years
old from underprivileged communities come to leambout computers and, in
collaboration with adult mentors and other youtévelop projects that are meaningful to

them.
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At the Computer Clubhouse sites, young people heseess to modern computers,
cameras, sound studio, printers and design-oriestdtivare. Most of the projects
developed usually focus on the creation of websitekeos, graphic design, interactive
art, games and music. The Young Activists Netwaoritiative was perceived by
Clubhouse coordinators as a venue to connect smurees and creativity of the club

with the reality of the outside world.

Although most of the organizations that were pdrY AN were members of the same
umbrella organization — and therefore shared theegahilosophy and had similar tools —
we soon learned that they differed enormously eonoray other things, the way they
organized their time, on the number and backgrafrithe adult volunteers they had at
their disposal, the size and layout of their phgisepace, the kind of relationship they
have with other initiatives within or outside théiost organization, and on the kinds of

issues faced by their host communities.

During our first attempt to implement YAN in Chastewn (MA) we learned that, in
order to respect and build on the diversity inhetencommunity organizations, rather
than trying to disseminate our ideas through aesesf predefined workshops, it would
be better to follow a more decentralized and bottgmmapproach. We decided then to
draft the core goals and values of the Young AstsviNetwork, invite Clubhouse
coordinators who sympathized with the ideas andetteer, try to build a mutually
supportive network based on the sharing of expeeenand the collaborative

construction of appropriate tools and practices.
The core values of the Young Activists Network t@nsummarized as follows:

* Youth participation throughout the entire process. As part of YAN, youth should
be actively involved in every step from framing tpeoblem to be addressed to
implementing the actual solution. Instead of usimgps or other ready-made
representations right from the beginning, we ermged young people to first
externalize their own perceptions of the neighbodhddentify community aspects
that were meaningful to them, and only then seekotber sources of information.

Adults could come up with themes and ideas, busdéhbad to be presented as
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suggestions that could be chosen or not by ther gtheicipants of the team. The
goal was to create an environment in which youthréspected and encouraged to

express their opinions.

Concrete neighborhood change.By focusing on the implementation of solutions to
locally perceived challenges, YAN projects aimedhelping participants go beyond
discussion or information manipulation and actudthysomething in the “real world”.
Moreover, the focus on the neighborhood was meaat\say to expose youth to the
reality outside homes, schools and after-schootecerand deepen young people’s
understanding of things that affect their lives.

Human connectivity. YAN projects provided direct opportunity for ybuto

internalize the values of teamwork. They alsoreffiea meaningful context for youth
and adults to work side-by-side with a common psepoln addition to that, by way
of mentorship programs, visits to business and conity organizations, organizing
presentations and other events, the goal was ibtde connections between the
participants and people from different backgrouredgertise and social levels with

whom they may otherwise not interact with in thaaily lives.

Contextualized uses of technology. Even though YAN projects were not
technology-driven, we expected them to provide ppr@priate context for youth to
learn about digital tools and explore how thosdst@mould be combined with other
materials and social support in the creation ofghithat were important to their
lives. In fact, through the development of thaewjpcts, young people might realize
that they do not necessarily need digital toolbdtier their communities. However,
they might also realize that the wise use of thioed#s could greatly enhance the

development of their ideas.

Story-telling. In addition to enacting community change, a cenakt of YAN

included the production of a video or presentafmmsome other compelling form of

shareable documentation) to reflect the motivatiba,process, the outcomes and the

lessons learned with their project. The goal washare those videos among sites

and use them to facilitate outreach, promote dsons and inspire other individuals
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and organizations. They would also serve as palsswuvenirs that young people

could reference when talking about their accomptishts.

* Recognition. The end of each project was signified with a comityucelebration
party organized for the young activits to tell #teries of their projects and share the
inspiration with youth and community members. Téh@vents also provided an
opportunity to show the videos and recognize thertsfof everyone who contributed

to the initiative.

Unfortunately, the implementation of the values\abwas not trivial and required a lot
of experimentation, engagement from the partneartmgtions, time for reflection,

appropriate tools and active support.

In the next section, | provide a detailed desariptabout the three main different design
phases or attempts that YAN had to pass in ordeeti@r suit the cultures and realities of
the people, organizations and communities we wovkiéa

Information about those phases was collected irargety of ways: through personal
journal entries and class papers written by aduiifators, email exchanges, collective
notes added to a private website, as well as tligitdures, video snapshots, and a
collection of written materials and diagrams praeti®y youth and adults as part of the

self-documentation of their own work.

4.1 First attempt: the workshop-based approach

The first attempt to bring the Young Activists idea reality happened during the fall of

2002 and followed a workshop-based approach.

In our opinion, workshops were something that cdaddvisualized over time, assessed
and later modified. They were also like a prodihett community organizations could
“buy into” without being scared to commit. Moreoyee thought that formatting YAN
as a workshop would make it easier to scale itvargety of locations. However, as it is

going to be discussed below, although the workshapproach may be effective for
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certain initiatives, we found out that it is probahbot the most appropriate solution for

the sustainable local-empowerment goals that we bavisioned for YAN.

The vision. Anyway, according to the original plan, workshopswhd be given in
collaboration with staff from the partner commundyganization and, ideally, would
help young participants develop, among other thimgsghborhood and self awareness
(community maps, list of personal talents, perssoalal network), communication skills
(talking on the phone, making presentations, ommagi community events), social
activism skills (resource raising, interviewingsearching, team leading, action planning,
execution and documentation, accountability), tezdirskills (video shooting, text and
graphics processing, emailing), and constructitgudes (respect, collaboration, self-

initiative, learning from one's own mistakes).

At the end, the young people would organize a caten event to tell the stories of their
projects for everyone to know and get inspiredoni-that time on, they would become
recognized as official members of the Young Actwisletwork and would be invited to

support and coordinate future YAN initiatives.

The reality. In practice, we decided to try the first versiohthe Young Activists
Network workshop in a Computer Clubhouse locatedhat Boys and Girls Club of
Charlestown (MA). That location was selected foanym reasons: the Clubhouse
manager had for long demonstrated interest in yaatlvism and participation; the site
was close enough to MIT for me to go there at lease a week; and it was located in a
place with sharp income disparities and seriousakassues that affected youth,
including street gangs, large percentage of houdshweaded by single parents, high
rates of substance abuse and school dropout.

As mentioned in the previous section, although QatempClubhouses all share the same
basic infrastructure and educational philosophghesite operates differently depending
on a series of factors. In the case of Charlestaiaern Computer Clubhouse was located
side-by-side with the other rooms in the main bodd its doors were always open and,
like in other Computer Clubhouse sites, youth wese to come and go whenever they

wanted. In our opinion, that sort of setting hélpgreate an atmosphere in which
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computers could be more easily integrated into gopeople’s activities and seemed to
facilitate the spread of the youth centric, proj@gented nature of the Clubhouse culture
to the other parts of the host organization. On dbieer hand, the openness of the
Clubhouse posed many questions about how to metiyating people to commit to

YAN without being distracted by other events happgmround them.

The organizing team consisted of the Clubhouse genghe researcher (myself), and a
volunteer who used to be a former school teachehand experience organizing summer
programs in which youth painted murals, ran bookvedr and implemented

neighborhood-oriented projects.

After a couple of weeks visiting the Club, planniagd negotiating, the activities with
Charlestown youth finally started with an infornoetal session on November™}, 2002.
The initiative was planned to run for 12 two-hogssions over a 5-week period and
culminate with a community event on Decembel’,23002. We thought that would
provide us with the minimum time required for papants get to know each other better,
discuss local community issues, implement a singotgect of their choice and have
some sort of celebration before the holiday season.

The workshop curriculum had been carefully plannBge first week would focus on
introductions, teamwork and on learning how to tiieevideo camera. The second week
would focus on practicing predefined community saFvactivity in the neighborhood,
the third week would concentrate on project plagnithe fourth on the actual
implementation of the project, and the final weetuld be devoted to finishing and

celebration.

In a typical session, young people would engage variety of activities ranging from

games and discussions to hands-on exercises. Exagtpities included drawing a map
with most important points of Charlestown accordiogoneself, representing personal
and neighborhood past events in a common timelwkeiradicating the kinds of changes
that youth would like to see happening in the fatdearning to do video interviews,
documenting the participant’s action plans in thgaung activists notebook”, etc.
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In practice, the actual execution of the workshogeel happening very differently from
the expected. Some activities could not be imptastg others ran surprisingly well, and

many new ideas were raised.

Challenges and lessons learned

The following are some of the main challenges &sddns that we identified during the

first attempt to implement YAN in Charlestown:

» Limited outreach. In spite of hanging posters around the Club tatidng to youth
one-on-one, we only managed to attract ten youttheoinformation session event
and five young people 12 to 13 years old for that bfficial day of activities.

Although that number allowed us to start, in ouinagm YAN was the kind of

initiative that would get funnier and better witlora participants. Unfortunately, we
did not know how to attract more people. The yopegple we contacted already
seemed to be busy with other things. One ideadvbalto advertise YAN at local

schools and organizations. Even though we hadgtitcabout that early on, that idea
seemed to be an unusual thing for the Boys and Gitlb to do, since young people
would have to pay and become members of the Claloder to be able to participate
in our meetings. Moreover, at that point we wds® afraid of attracting too many

young people workshop that was still in its pilbepe.

» Lack of youth engagement Lack of youth engagement was, by far, the chghe
that struck us the most. Even though we had stavith 6 participants, we ended the
activity 5 weeks later with 2 single youth. Moreoyvnone of the young people who
were present during the first week finished theévagt In fact, many youth showed

up for 1 or 2 sessions and never came back.

Although it is hard to generalize out of a singkperience with so few participants,

we came up with a few hypotheses for the lack afroitment:

a) The activity was too abstract. Young activism and participation are not
something that, in general, young people — or aayoare familiar with. It
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requires a special language and attention to helm tunderstand and get excited
to join YAN. In our case, we used videos highligbtyouth-led community
projects. In addition to that, we could also htaleen Clubhouse youth to do
community service right in the beginning, rathartlafter 2 weeks into the
initiative. Nevertheless, by talking to the Clubke manager we realized that
even activities that were more concrete -- suctreating a Clubhouse newsletter
-- never succeeded beyond the first couple of wedlksstraction was one issue,
but there were others that deserved attention ds we

b) Clubhouse youth are not used to committing That issue became very clear on
conversations with a workshop participant who syng#cided to quit. Although
the Clubhouse was a place where young people couhd and go whenever they
wanted, that did not mean that once they joinethey should not commit to the
other people who were involved with that activifijhat was an important thing to
be learned and, in our opinion, deserved more tadtefrom everyone. Perhaps
we should have emphasized more personal commitnggrtat the beginning of
the initiative.

c) The activity was too long The amount of time required for YAN was much
more than the average required for most activatdabe Clubhouse. However,
the Charlestown Boys and Girls Club had a spoastthat met regularly several
times a week. The difference is that they had gerye very concrete goals that
kept the athletes focused throughout the entire yave wanted to implement
long-term projects with youth, perhaps we wouldenavdefine specific
landmarks to build motivation in our group and euaty reduce the number of

sessions required.

* Bad timing. Since YAN had not been considered during thelygdanning of the
Boys and Girls Club, the workshop sessions endetiagpening from 6:00 pm to
8:00 pm, a time in which many young people wereay involved with other
activities or tired from the day. In addition tmat, the five weeks that we had for the

workshop overlapped with Thanksgiving week, witR-areek travel that | had to do,
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with a period in which the Boys and Girls Club wsarting its renovation process
and with the holidays season. Even though we katgout most of those constraints
ahead of time, we thought it would be importantrjosomething and learn as much
as possible from the experience.

We stuck too much to our original plan Despite the effort, we always had the
feeling that we were either rushing or not doingowegh during the sessions.
Sometimes we miscalculated the amount of time wwaitld be required for certain
activities, sometimes people were not in the mamdtlie things we had originally
planned, and sometimes unforeseen events — suadivagy to introduce the activity

to new members — prevented us from moving forward.

Looking back, we were trying to achieve at any €dbe goals we had set for the
workshop without necessarily respecting the flowwhaf group and the constraints we
had. As a result, many of the original activittesuch as the community map, the
personal talent’s list, the young activists’ notekothe video interviews, and the
shared time line — could not be explored in theil potential, some of the sessions

became messy, and the workshop facilitators bedarsgated over time.

Lack of informal, unstructured time with youth. Even with the breaks, the
sessions were so packed with activities that thdt dalcilitators did not have enough
time to just hang around informally with the youparticipants. Nevertheless, the
few opportunities in which | stayed at the Clubitdel before or after the sessions
proved to be very rich. Then | was able to knowenabout whom they interacted
with, the kinds of things that they liked to do,eets that had happened in their
community, and many other things. Likewise, thimgeractions allowed Clubhouse
members to see me as person who had a life andesitdethat went beyond

organizing the sessions.

In a way, those kinds of connections lie at theeaafrthe Young Activists Network,
i.e., people being valued by whom they are andritapleasure to work together.
Moreover, we, as adults, have to become more aalmet the kinds of values we are
fostering in the younger generation. The time thetve spent at the Clubhouse gave

78



me the impression that young people seemed to ltvexhy that they were busy,
engaged with many things at the same time, evéreif did not necessarily commit
to any of those things. The impression that | Wwad that youth associated successful
people — or at least their role models — with thage of people who are busy at all
the time, and that the amount of things that onewslved with is perhaps more
important than the quality of the things one doe& my opinion, it is our
responsibility to change that situation by allowmgrselves more time to spend time
with them.

Lack of integration with the host organization Many of the problems we had can
be associated with the lack of a space for YANdeghe Boys and Girls Club. The
physical space we had was constantly disturbedemplp not related to YAN and
there were many conflicting initiatives competingr fthe participant’s attention
around the Club. In our opinion, that lack of speesulted from, among other things,
the way YAN started in Charlestown. YAN was notnsthing that the Club had
applied for and was eager to implement. Nor it wasnething that the Club
perceived as a unique opportunity. To most, Idveliit was seen mainly as an
external initiative being carried by one or two waeers and the computer room

manager.

Of interest, there was another community servidgative running at the Club.
Although the motivation and the structure of thmatiative were different from YAN,

in our opinion it would have been good if the twamdlbeen combined together.

In fact, we have always imagined the Young Actwibletwork as an initiative that
might go beyond the walls of the computer room @ed combined with other
initiatives of the Club. For instance, young aistiv could use the culinary class to
bake cookies for people in need, organize spokstsun the gym, work with the art
staff in the organization of an exhibit, etc. |hthose cases they could use computers

to advertise, document or add some additional ai¢srte the initiative.

The Young Activists Network could also use the teses of the computer room

better. For instance, the responsibility assodiatgh teaching technical skills such
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as video and text editing could have been traresfleto computer room staff and
explored outside the workshop hours. This way, YA&ksions could be more
focused and other people from the Club could assonmeership over the activities

being carried.

As suggested by the Computer Clubhouse manageroutd be good to, before
starting the next YAN attempt, to get together wathBoys and Girls staff members
who would be willing to participate in YAN and s&dat kinds of activities they
would come up with. In our opinion, that would caodte a lot to the sustainability

and spread of YAN over time.

Lack of contact with young people’s families Throughout the workshop we never
managed to talk to the youth’s parents. In oumigpi, that would made a great
impact, since many of the YAN members had beenidddn to participate in the

sessions due to some family commitments — suchrasraber having to go to the
grocery store with his mother — or impositionskelthe participant who had to stay
at home due to bad grade reports. We also bettetecontact with parents would
help them become more aware of the capabilitietheir children, would provide

youth with further incentives to stick with the Wweshop, and would open additional

venues for young people to connect with their comityu

Lack of participation. One of the goals that we were pursuing righimfrthe
beginning with the Young Activists Network was twvolve young people in the
decision making process of the YAN itself. Howe\merhaps due to the lack of time
to get to know one another better and the frequeming over of workshop
participants we ended up not being able to invglveth in the leadership team the
way we wanted to. We had a couple of sessionshichwthey led discussions and
others in which they decided what to do, thouglowEler, there is still a long way to

go before they start conducting YAN activities hgrmselves.

Too much support required. In average, the YAN workshop required about 10

hours per week for each one of the 3 members obthanizing team. Although

everyone was highly committed and motivated abéginning, by the third week the
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level of enthusiasm was already low. The high etqi@®ons that we all had, the lack
of commitment from the youth and the other issuescdbed above contributed to
increase the frustration level. | also realizet tie 2 weeks that | had been away
helped lower the morale even more, not to mentienrtegaitve impression that it
may have passed to the young participants of thr&skiop.

In general, if we expect YAN to scale and becomstasnable we would have to
reduce the amount of commitment required from vi@ars to about 2 or 3 hours per
week — which is something that, in our opinion, [€lause volunteers would be
willing to give -- and rely more on the local staffid other resources available at the
Clubhouse. In addition to that, it would be impaittto lower expectations and have

better mechanisms that recognize the effort pugM@ryone into the initiative.

In sum, while on the one hand the implementationhef YAN workshop provided us
with good insights and real-life experience, on tfieer hand it demonstrated that many
things would have to be changed from the origidahg in order for YAN to fit better
into the Clubhouse environment, foster more youtigagement, and become more

sustainable over time.

In fact, the first YAN attempt made it clear to Ut the very notion of a workshop-
based approach was probably not the most apprepitetthe kinds of empowering
values we were aiming for. In particular, we lefith the impression that the time
limitations and the pre-defined structure of woish might impose artificial constraints
to youth projects and not necessarily respect ierslty of the youth and organizations

that we would like to work with.

One could imagine workshops being used to staroeegs or clarify certain concepts,
but it was really hard for us to imagine how yowtfyanizations would maintain the

development of community projects after the workshas over.

In order for YAN to succeed, it would have to b&absshed as a regular initiative — with
predefined time and space — within the Club andhbg#ter integrated with the other

activities that were happening around. Ideallywaduld also need get more parental
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involvement, increase the ways in which young peapluld participate in the organizing
process, and rely on more concrete, more relaxddesms-overwhelming sessions with

youth.

4.2 Second attempt: the open-ended approach

The second phase of the Young Activist Network expent happened during the spring
of 2003 and evolved in two fronts. The first compd the implementation of the “Piece
of Peace” project in Charlestown and could be seean attempt to address some of the
issues raised in the previous section. The setmrubed on working with other youth
technology centers — mostly Computer Clubhouses siten an effort to develop a more
decentralized and mutually supportive network feogie to share experiences and learn

from one another.

The idea of the latter came about during a birda-té¢ather discussion about technology
and local youth activism that the manager of thar@stown Computer Clubhouse and |
organized during the 2002 International Computeub8buse Network conference.
Much to our delight, about twelve managers fronfedént parts of the world attended
the discussion, talked about initiatives that thegre implementing, and demonstrated

interest in contributing to YAN.

The Charlestown experience

The main goal of the second attempt to implemest Yloung Activists Network in
Charlestown was to develop a lighter-weighted amdenappropriate approach to youth

participation that could address some of the isglerttified in the past.

Since the Arts Director of the Charlestown Boys &ids Club already had a grant to

develop a project about peace in Charlestown, fhblouse manager and | decided to
benefit from that opportunity and use it as a stgrpoint for a new youth activist project

(Figure 4).
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Instead of planning everything in advance likeha previous YAN attempt, the three of
us thought it would be better to start with a cetemproject goal, sketch the activities for

the first 2 or 3 sessions, and refine the detditsach session along the way.

Piece of Peace

The Charlestown Boys &
Girly Cludr i working irv
collaboration with the
Young Activisty Network to-
conlinuie av project our cludr
did yeary ago-

Owr goal ay v group is to-decide how best to-

bring peace to-owr community. We'll be tak-
ing field trips, working withv digital photog-

raphy, filim and other awtistic media to-de-

velop the best strategies.
First Meeting:
Tuesdovy, Mawch 4th 3:30-5:00
s, Well be taking  freld
( ) 8 trip with owr coumeras..
Y We'll have a dinner to-
gether afterwords.

Al other meetings will be Tuesdays, from
6-8pmv unless otherwise notified.

Figure 4 - Poster inviting youth to the Piece of Rece project

We also decided to reduce the number of activjtissession, increase the amount of
time to be spent with the participants outsidehim meighborhood, and allow more space
for discussions and informal interactions. Hopgfudy the end of the first project youth
would have a better sense of what YAN was all albodtwould be able to come up with

their own ideas.
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With all that in mind, we decided that the goal fbe first project would be to create
bumper stickers about piece in Charlestown and Weatvere going to meet with the

youth in 2-hour sessions every Tuesday for abonb@ths.

The first session attracted nine 12 to 15 year.olM& introduced the overall idea of the
project and asked the participants to list thegdabat they considered peaceful and non-
peaceful in Charlestown. Then, organized in grotlps young people led the facilitators
in a guided tour around the places they had listedl used the Clubhouse digital still
cameras to register each location.

As many of the participants got excited about ttievdy, we lent them a few disposable
cameras to take pictures of the community durirgatner days of the week. Ideally, we
should have lent a digital camera, but they werssiciered too expensive to be left with
the youth.

In the second session, we printed the picturesuaed them to foster a discussion about
what was it that made some places more peaceful titlaers (Figure 5). It was
interesting to realize that sometimes a singleglaay be considered peaceful for some
and non-peaceful for others. Issues of war andioel were also raised. At the end, the
young participants were very happy for having thpatunity to express their opinions

and get to know more about one another’s impression

Figure 5 — Discussion about peaceful and non-peacéplaces
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It is worth mentioning that, even though the Piet®eace project had been initiated by
adults, the facilitator team did their best to teeapportunities for the young participants
to practice their leadership skills and assume rowneership over the project. In order
to foster more participation, the youth were ofteked to facilitate group discussions,
present their ideas for the other members, summanieting notes on the whiteboard,

take pictures of the session and give suggestiomstdnow things could be improved.

For the next six sessions, with support from tredlitators, the young activists discussed
the kinds of peace messages they would like to fwadse community. They also drew
their bumper stickers on paper, learned to useaanse to digitize their work, discussed

ways of distributing the bumper stickers around dradted a letter to be distributed with

the stickers (Figure 6).

Figure 6 - Young activists creating bumper sticker@about peace

Of those sessions, two of them were marked by esdnaary activities. In one of them,
YAN members from Charlestown participated in areinét chat with YAN members
from the Palacio Postal Clubhouse (Mexico City)s Both Clubhouses are located in
historical neighborhoods that are now sufferingnfr@ series of social issues, the
facilitators from Mexico City and Charlestown thdiigt would be a good idea to have

that special session.
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Although the participants of both sides had a forettrying to communicate in a mixture
of English and Spanish, my impression was thatitheraction with someone from

another country felt too abstract and that perhapsuld be more meaningful to connect
young people with other youth from their commuratyfrom other neighborhoods in the

Boston area.

In another session, young and adult members gfribject went to watch a local baseball
game. Since the Charlestown Boys and Girls Club firee tickets for the game, we
decided to use that as a special occasion to hewveith the group in a different context.

Finally, while the bumper stickers were out beimgjed in a specialized shop, the group
started working on the documentary productionorbher to do that, another student from
the Media Lab volunteered to carry out a one-sasdmcumentary-making workshop
with the youth. During that session, she showeshmtes, had the participants present
their ideas, and taught them the basics of theovidéiting software that they had

available at the Clubhouse.

For the next couple of weeks the main goal of tkesi®ns was to produce the
documentary. The group wrote a script and seleatadies from the web, from printed

materials about Charlestown, and from the picttaken in the previous sessions.

Since printing the bumper stickers was taking mieciyer than expected, in one of the
sessions we decided to borrow video cameras amdthek young activists to interview
local residents about Charlestown. To our surprigee of the Irish-looking adults
interviewed said that, for him, the problem of Géstown was the Black and the Puerto
Rican. That comment affected the members of ooumrespecially because most of
them were either Black or Puerto Rican. They bexdaorious and wanted to do
something to retaliate. In order to cool down $peits the facilitators opted to take the
team back to the Club and debrief.

The interview incident sparked 1 hour of heartéelhversation in which youth and adults
discussed racism, neighborhood changes and otlageddopics. In the end, the group
got to the conclusion that the racism expressedprasably the result of ignorance and
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fear. Rather than splitting the community accagdio races or nationalities, perhaps a
better solution would be to organize events in Wipeople from different backgrounds

could meet informally and have opportunity to learare from one another.

Sessions like the above made us all feel good athwutvay YAN was evolving and
providing young people with a trustworthy spaceekpress their opinion and discuss

matters that affected their communities.

Sadly, it took yet another couple of weeks for Iiienper stickers to get printed. By the
time they got ready, most of the youth were alrebdygy or disengaged and the

Clubhouse had to close for the summer vacations.

Fortunately, small group remained motivated enotghwork with the Clubhouse
manager during the summer to finish the documentisyribute the stickers around the
neighborhood and even make a short presentationt abe project to the Charlestown

Boys and Girls Club’s Board of Directors.

The experience at the other sites

As mentioned before, in parallel to the “Piece eh&e” project in Charlestown, during
the spring of 2003 we started working with othernagers and volunteers that had
demonstrated interest in starting YAN at their Globses in Brazil, Colombia, Costa
Rica, India, Mexico, Philippines, and USA. Sineemryone was motivated and willing to
learn together, we thought it would be good totséar soon as possible and see what

would happen.

Through the course of that semester, | tried tontaa weekly interactions with the

different sites. In general, talking by telephomas best. That allowed us to interact
more directly, seemed friendlier, and did not regq@do much effort from the Clubhouse
managers. In other cases, especially with sitels aa the Philippines and India that had

a large time difference with Boston, email was gnefd.

At the beginning, my main intention was to estdblspersonal connection with each one
of the participating site liaisons, get to know m@bout their ideas and expectations,
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understand the specific characteristics of theub@buses, share perspectives on the
project, tell them about what was happening atother sites, and try to collaboratively

define where to go next.

Over time, once we all started feeling more conafol¢ with our own experiences, |

gradually started facilitating more direct intefantamong the sites. The Internet chat
session connecting the Mexico City and Charlest@ites was an example of that.

Moreover, we also created a mailing list for evesydo talk about what is going on

locally and ask questions to the other people.

Throughout this phase of the project, in additiorCharlestown, YAN managed to have
participants from 9 Computer Clubhouses of 7 d#ifércountries (Brazil, Colombia,
Costa Rica, India, Mexico, Philippines and the YJ.&\s a reflection of their context and
infrastructure, different local issues, and otheatdrs, each one of those sites ended up
evolving in a different way. The following is aidirdescription about what happened in

each of them.

CEDES Computer Clubhouse (Alajuelita, Costa Rica). At CEDES, YAN was
coordinated by the Clubhouse manager and his assist Among other projects,
members worked on a youth newsletter in which yopegple talked about the things
they liked or did not like in their communitiesn &nother project, young activists started
creating a ‘radio theater’ in which they read omid and recorded a book whose story
related to their community and added special efféatthe narration. The goal was to
send the final product to local schools and liesri As reported by the adult facilitators,
in addition to being fun and providing a contexizedl way to develop technological
skills, those projects aimed at increasing the irepacnd writing interests of both
Clubhouse and school youth. One of the main chgdle was to overcome the lack of
time that youth had to work on their projects. @thhallenges had to do with issues of
violence and drug trafficking in the Clubhouse oegiwhich prevented the development

of youth projects on the streets.
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CLT Clubhouse (Bangalore, India). YAN was already highly valubg CLT even
before the official inauguration of the Clubhousthe YAN Club, as the initiative was
called, was facilitated by one external volunteed &vo community adults. Counting
with a large number of active youth participant® group soon came up with a list of
about 15 community-oriented ideas ranging from esing environmental issues to
creating a sports club, having more access to toxunities, or fostering cultural
events. In one of their projects, the young astsvmanaged to build a badminton court
in one of the villages (Figure 7). In another poj they planted trees alongside the road
that crossed the area. As part of that projeely tirganized a field trip to interact with
experts of the nearby University of Agriculturali@wes. According to the facilitators, it
was amazing to see how youth who had never touahedmputer before were using
technology to take pictures and document their waskfortunately, the group struggled
to raise the necessary funds for its projects. gitwip was also very dependent on
external volunteers and had to stop its operatibenathe main facilitator had to move to

a different city.

Figure 7 - The young activists of Bangalore (India)

e-Equality (Miami, U.S.). As part of YAN, the e-Equality Clubhouse organizeseries
of short term community-service projects in whitdr, instance, youth created valentine
cards for the local hospital, designed logos foloeganization that worked with people
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with disabilities, and the like. The Clubhouseoalgrganized a sexual awareness
workshop for girls in which, besides talking abputgnancy prevention, the participants
ended up creating a poster with a message theydvikelto pass to the members of their

community.

General Trias Clubhouse(General Trias, Philippines). After working on awareness

campaign for children’s rights and responsible ngtithe young activists of General
Trias organized a campaign to promote SARS awasendss part of that, they have
interacted with the local health department ander@abkters to be distributed all over the

neighborhood.

Instituto Dom Bosco Clubhouse(Sao Paulo, Brazil). Different from what happered
other sites, rather than conducting its own YANsg®ss, this Clubhouse provided
support to youth activist groups that lacked thateécal infrastructure to produce flyers,
posters and other materials for their projects. itAss going to be discussed, the
Clubhouse staff even contributed to the creatioa t&#chnology center in an underserved
community where one of those groups was locatdte new technology center was used
as part of a YAN initiative developed in that conmity one year later (Lima 2005).

Mater Dolorosa Clubhouse (Makati City, Philippines). At the Mater Dolorosa
Clubhouse young people already participated inrdgeilar planning of the Clubhouse
activities. As part of YAN, youth were motivatedlitlentify local community issues and
discuss which ones they would like to tackle witipgort from the Clubhouse. Among
other things, they attended a workshop about dowgeand created posters to be placed

around the community.

Palacio Postal ClubhousgMexico City, Mexico). Since members of this Ghalnise
lived in a historical neighborhood afflicted by drtraffic, violence, illegal trade and a
bad reputation, one idea was to have young peopieggout to the community,
identifying places and stories of special interestid creating a series of alternative
guided tours that they could lead around the dfegufe 8). Unfortunately, after a few
very successful sessions, the mentors responsibtéd project had to leave for personal

reasons and the project ended up stopping fordapkople to take care of it.
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Figure 8 - Young activists interviewing people in Mxico City

Planetario Clubhouse(Guadalajara, Mexico). As a first project, youngmbers of the
Planetario Clubhouse were going to paint the maall wf the organization with
messages and themes related to their communitywei#gr, due to problems involving
members of conflicting gangs, the project had toirierrupted for a while. After a
couple of months, the Clubhouse manager decidedsiome the initiative focusing on
girls — since they were not part of the gang cohft and let it open for the other
members and community residents to participate.mil& to the other sites, the
Planetario also had difficulties to attracting adatilitators to support the development
of their long-term projects and the initiatives @asated with YAN had to be stopped

indefinitely.

Suba-Compartir Clubhouse (Bogota, Colombia). Guided by an extremely motdat
mentor, the Suba-Compartir Clubhouse hosted weékly meetings for several months
and focused on a variety of media-rich projectshsag the production of a video about
the Clubhouse, an animation about how computer&edprand others. Since most of
those projects focused more on perceived Clubhoasds and lacked a more explicit
neighborhood orientation, their goals sparked audision on the YAN mailing list and

the projects were considered inappropriate foitbeng Activists Network.
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Challenges and lessons learned

The second attempt or phase of the Young Actiidét$work taught us a series of

important lessons and helped us identify many pdimt needed more attention.

In particular, regardless of the challenges, theegrnce in Charlestown left a positive a
feeling in the air. Despite the fact that the tleeoh the project had been chosen by the
adult facilitators and that the extra time printitge bumper stickers curbed young

people’s enthusiasm, one way or another we managetplement a project to the end.

In my opinion, the most important thing that we rfead during this attempt in

Charlestown was that, in order to build engagemeéAl\ sessions should be organized
in such way that young people would always be waylan something concrete or doing
some action in the neighborhood. We knew thatuif ypoung members got bored or
could not see meaning in the things being donenegswwere that they would leave and

never come back.

Rather than attracting participants with speci@gs or external rewards, we wanted the
activities to be genuinely interesting to them. ohder to do that, we tried to incorporate
progress reports and meaningful outcomes in eadicse(have the sketch of the bumper
sticker, digitize the bumper sticker, interview pkoon the streets, etc.). We also
organized a 10-minute reflection period at the efdhe sessions for everyone to
externalize what was good and what could be imgtdoethe next time. However, after

a couple of sessions the reflection period endeleimy consumed by other activities.

While on the one hand the educational approachtadadp this phase of YAN allowed
us to structure upcoming sessions based on readetijified needs, on the other hand it
required a sort of planning on demand that consuakaige number of hours from the
facilitators beyond the session time. The amountafimitment could eventually be
reduced with more experience and better materialg, those still needed to be

developed.

Another important lesson from the second Charlest@xperiment was that the
collaboration between the Computer Clubhouse arel Ahnts Department of the
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Charlestown Boys and Girls Club turned out to bey\mositive for all. Among other
things, the Arts Director brought new perspectiggred part of the load carried by the
Computer Clubhouse manager and provided much nesttBtional in-house support for
the implementation of the project. Moreover, bywihg additional staff members
involved, YAN could benefit from more resources ahdd more chances to be

sustainable over time.

The interaction with the other Clubhouses outsitiari@stown also opened our eyes for
many things we had not noticed before. For ingahased on the attention received
from Computer Clubhouse managers, it seemed thaty gauth technology centers

would be interested in developing initiatives tfadtered youth participation and helped

young people connect better with the places where lived.

Nevertheless, the YAN experiment described abovdeniaclear that, in addition to a
passion for youth empowerment, interested organizatvould need a lot of support and
orientation to be able to implement meaningful yekatd, community-oriented projects.
As discussed in the previous section, the majaritythe initiatives that managed to
implement something to completion involved projestich were short-term and adult-
initiated. Most of the attempts to implement lortggm projects ended up dying for lack

of volunteer or staff support.

Indeed, it is interesting to realize that, almastiparadoxical way, the development of
youth-led, community-oriented projects requires aagé amount of adult support.
Without friendly adults to help them frame ideasanp activities over time, make

connections or go to distant places, there i littht young people can do on their own.

Unfortunately, the youth technology centers thatwegked with did not seem to have
the necessary infrastructure to support young eeaplthe implementation of their
projects. As a minimum, they would need either enpersonnel or a different kind of

internal organization.

On the technical side, we realized that, althougibbuses had all sorts of multimedia
development technologies, the tools available werenecessarily appropriate for the
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action and reflection dynamics of YAN. In some sadkey were too complex for young

people to use. In other, they lacked the functipneve needed.

For instance, although video recording looked vattractive, the Clubhouse video
editing software was extremely hard to be usedhleyyobuth themselves and required a
level of adult support that, in our opinion, would better used in other activities. From
a YAN perspective, the tools available were veryw@idul in terms of features, but not
necessarily empowering to our members. In moses;athe simplicity of digital
photography made still cameras much more usefubapdopriate to YAN projects.

In a way, since YAN members and facilitators wefeero creating diagrams, making
community representations and taking notes, it ddo¢ great if they had at their
disposal a special system that facilitated the @mgntation and management of those
tasks. One could imagine, for instance, a yountyists’ toolkit with tools to make it
easier to organize pictures and video snippetsrdate simple web pages with images
and audio descriptions, to maintain youth portilidacilitate communication with

people outside the Clubs, draw personalized comiywumaps, and more.

4.3 Third attempt: the consolidation of the model

The third attempt to implement the Young Activiststwork happened during the fall of
2003 and the spring of 2004. It focused primaoitlythree Computer Clubhouses in the
Boston area that had demonstrated interest in YiABl:one located at the Chelsea Boys
and Girls Club, the one at the South Boston Boys @irls Club, and the one at the
Charlestown Boys and Girls Club, with which we Haeken working for over a year,

already.

It is worth pointing out that Computer Clubhouses aot always associated with Boys
and Girls Clubs. The fact that YAN ended up workimngh those particular sites was

more coincidental than by choice.

During this phase of the experiment, we still int#ed with the other YAN locations, but

only occasionally and not as proactively as we useid the previous phase. The only
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exception was the collaboration that we maintawéh the YAN initiative in Sao Paulo

(Brazil), which was starting to receive more losapport.

Being aware of the challenges identified in presi@itempts to implement YAN, we
thought it would be important to concentrate odor$ on Computer Clubhouses that
were within our reach, learn as much as possilim fthe experience, and then try to

disseminate our findings to the other sites.

The volunteer task force. Central to our strategy was the organization str@ang group
of volunteers, the so-called “volunteer task forc&@heir goal was to support YAN at the
different locations and, based on their experienoatribute to the creation of a website,

materials and software tools to strengthen andatmizge the YAN model.

Fortunately, at that time my group from the Med@blwas taking the lead in a large
volunteer-recruiting initiative for Computer Clublses in the area, and we could
piggyback on that to try to get people for YAN. illStve had to prepare promotional
materials and organize a series of special infdomaand orientation meetings for
interested candidates at MIT, Harvard and the CaenpQlubhouses. In the end, the
effort paid off nicely and we were able to assendblieam with more than ten people,
most of them Master’s students from the HarvarddGase School of Education, to help

us with the different aspects of YAN.

The plan was to have the volunteers working in geamtwo or three at each site. By

being part of a small team, volunteers would alwagge somebody to share ideas with,
split the work and make the difficult parts of tiask more enjoyable. Teammates would
also keep the project going in case a volunteerttid@ absent for an emergency or extra

school work.

The teams’ first task was to get acquainted wigirt&lubhouse and, together with the
local staff, define session times and plan the cualeefor the first couple of weeks. Once
they started working, we would be interacting vimaél on a regular basis and meeting

face-to-face as a group about once every month.
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In addition to that, youth facilitators were motied to write journal entries for each
session and actively contribute to a “wiki”, i.especial kind of website that could be
easily edited by anyone. Among other things, bingdo the YAN wiki, volunteers
could access the YAN calendar of events, find ootemnformation about what was
happening at different locations, add relevantdjnind share materials or ideas that

could be useful to the others.

As it is going to be discussed, the volunteer thske turned out to be extremely
successful and provided conditions for us to try m#eas and improve the YAN model

in many ways.

The experience in Charlestown

Building on the lessons learned from the previohar@stown attempt, the goal of the
current design experiment was to refine the YAN elahd try to serve as a reference

for the other Clubhouses that had just joined #tevark.

Sadly, the Arts Director with whom we had workede past ended up moving out of
Boston and we had to find a new person at the BagsGirls Club to compensate for her
absence. Fortunately, the newly-hired Director wador the task and even offered to
host the YAN meetings in her new arts space, wival much bigger and less distractive
than the older one. We also counted on a studdohteer from Harvard to help us out
with the sessions.

Inspired by a personal conversation with Roger ldartier in 2003, rather than trying to
work with the 13 to 15 year olds that used thedig where the Clubhouse was located,
this time we decided to focus mostly on youth fréthto 12 years old from the other
building and, with that, try to address some oféhgagement and attendance issues that
had never been totally solved in past YAN sessiofds.could be informally verified in
our coming activities, when compared with oldemsegers, the pre-adolescents seemed
to be more willing to collaborate with adults, didt have as many obligations, and still

received more attention from their parents.
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It is really interesting to see how youth usualhacge between 10 and 15 years old.
Among other things, as they mature into adulthgmding people tend to become much
more self-conscious and strive to try out new daoigs and become more autonomous.
In the case of YAN, it was important to keep thatidction in mind when organizing
groups. Older youth usually did not like to be adxwith the younger ones, and younger
youth tended to require a more hand-in-hand appro&towever, the age groups could
also work really well together, especially whenesldyouth were recognized for their
capacity and invited to help and orient the yourayess.

In addition to paying attention to the age factor,this experiment we were also
interested in finding better ways to expand theyeaof topics that youth would consider
for their projects. Although tours of the neighth@od were fun, they tended to generate
ideas like garbage on the streets, graffiti, etehich related mostly to the physical
aspects of the community. As pointed out by Harthe conversation, perhaps the
incorporation of a discussion about Children’s Régim the YAN sessions would help

youth feel more inspired to bring other aspectdheir lives to their projects.

As part of the planning, we reviewed the Boys andsGClub calendar of events and
sketched out the different things to be consider&d the end of the year. We would be
meeting with the youth every Tuesday from 6:00pr8:@pm. Doing work with youth
at the end of the day is always tricky, but it vya®d to have a 2-hour slot and not have
to comply with the 45-minute rounds that the otG&rb activities had to operate under.
Moreover, we would have Mondays to do final prepars and remind the youth to

come to the meetings.

The Children’s Rights Poster project On October 14, 2003 fourteen youth from 9 to
13 came to attend the first YAN session of the yeafter a brief introduction, two

members from the previous YAN attempt talked alibatr experience. Then we asked
everyone to describe their best memories of Chtakgsand list the things they liked or

did not like about the city.
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On the second session we had 15 participants. I&8ito what had happened in the
previous YAN implementation, we split the groupthree and each sub-group took a

facilitator on a guided tour around a differenttpdrCharlestown.

On the third session, after a brief discussion ab@hts and duties, we gave each
member of the team a poster with the forty twockes of the United Nations Convention
on the Rights of the Child (UNICEF 1990) written ansimplified language that youth

could understand.

The group got very excited and immediately staresting and making remarks about
things that they knew or did not know (Figure @ne of the youth even added his own

name to the title of the poster to reflect thasthavere his rights.

Figure 9 - Young people discussing children rightsn Charlestown

Then, organized in 2 groups, we asked the partitgpt select the articles that were the
most relevant to them, and create a little skituabloose articles to be displayed on video

to the other group.

The activity evolved well. The first group creatdittle skit about the child’s rights to

play, have access to education, and to be withdse Much to our surprise, the second
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group produced a skit about child abuse (articlea@wl role-played a couple neglecting
and hitting their child.

It was shocking for us to realize that such thihgppened to those children, to see that
such a simple exercise could be so revealing andstvf all, that we were not prepared

to handle situations like that.

That experience led us to contact the local soetaker afterwards. It also prompted us
to organize a special YAN facilitator workshop abbow to work with youth at risk.

Unfortunately, when doing a similar activity at tlghelsea Clubhouse, the YAN
members also ended up choosing the child abuseagytheir most relevant one. That

was really sad.

On the fourth session, the goal was to have theéhydecide which community project
the team was going to focus on. Unfortunately,ldteenstorming ended up not evolving

well and everyone left the session feeling frustildor the lack of a project.

In a later discussion with the facilitators | realil that, since all of us were afraid to make
suggestions and influence the youth’s choicesbthanstorming session ended up getting
too abstract for the youth. To make things wotts¢, adults were not necessarily in
agreement about what constituted a good YAN progect ended up discarding some

potentially good ideas raised by the youth.

In the end, the facilitators decided to suggestagept theme — the creation of a poster
about Children’s Rights in Charlestown — and hapeaf more representative project in

the future.

Fortunately, the young activists liked the idea,dndthe end of November, had created a
colorful poster highlighting their group’s mosteeant rights and how they connected to

different resources around town.

In one of the poster creation sessions, we gaveytlh a sheet of paper with four
concentric circles. The inner circle representbdntselves, and the outer circles

represented the people who were important to théie instructed them to add the
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names of as many people as possible to thosesmol@ we asked them to underline the
ones who lived in their community, put a triangkesidles the name of everyone older
than 18, put a flower besides the female names(fature 10).

Figure 10 - The YAN social networking diagram

During that exercise, one girl asked if she cowldher dog in the diagram. Another girl
asked about God and decided to put him/her iniales of the diagram. When she told
that to the others, everybody else decided to deldod in their diagrams.

In addition to the questions above, we asked asjggcific ones that were more directly
related to the project. In one of them, we askédw the youth would distribute their
posters to in case they only had 5 posters. Ithanowe asked whom they would ask for

help in case they had 5 piles of posters to disteib It was very interesting to see how
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their answers shifted from parents and close fgefod the first question, to teachers,

priests and others for the second.

Above all, it was also fascinating to see how tiegiam helped youth visualize how
different people played different roles in theuels and get a better understanding of the
importance of their community. Even though we dat run any precise analysis, the
young activists had about 20 to 30 people in theigrams, of which half were older than
18 and half were female. It would be interestingée how the diagrams would change
over time. | wonder if adult people would list yau people in their social network

circles.

On December 2nd, the young activists from Chanestaevent out to distribute the

posters in person to several stores, organizadindgamilies in the area (Figure 11).
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Figure 11 - The Charlestown Children's Rights poste
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Eleven days later, they presented their work tongoactivists from Chelsea and South
Boston in a special event organized at the MIT Medab. Preparing for that event
turned out to provide a great pretext for the défe teams to reflect about their YAN

experience, document their projects and receivegration for their hard work.

The Trash Olympics project. The energy generated by the activities of 2008 stifl in
the air when YAN Charlestown regrouped in Febr094.

This time we invited parents, youth and their fdero come to the first session. After a
brief presentation by the more experienced YAN memsbwe decided to ask everyone
to write down project suggestions. Even the twahars that came to the meeting

contributed a few ideas.

On the second session, despite a competing evehe a&lub and problems reminding
youth to come to the session, we were still ableetture an attendance of six. The group
voted for the most relevant ideas listed in thesiogs session and debated the pros and

cons of each of them.

On a side note, it is important to notice thatgemeral, it was really hard to communicate
with the youth when they were outside the Club.e Téwilitators called the youth each
week to remind them about the session or to infabout any changes in schedule.
Despite of that effort, quite often we had youthvamg late. Unfortunately, whenever

young people missed a sessions, it was really toambtivate them to get back to YAN.

As the young activists were split between a proghciut drunk drivers or street littering
in Charlestown, we decided to spend a couple cli@es getting more information about

those issues.

This way, sessions 3 and 4 were used to intervisaple on the streets. On session 5 we

had a local policeman come talk to youth and ansiesr questions.

After considering the opinions from different pespthe YAN members realized that, at

least in Charlestown, the problem of garbage orstteets was more serious than the of
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one of drunk drivers. With that in mind, they disail to organize a fun community event

— the so called Trash Olympics — to both educatgleeand clean up the area.

During the month of April we did our best to heffetyoung activists structure their ideas
and prepare everything for the event. Among othergs, we facilitated discussions
about what needed to be done when, purchased sspahd helped the youth refine the

rules of the games they were creating.

Since the YAN session started to conflict with @leb’s swim classes and the time was
getting short, we decided to spread the facilisatturing different days of the week and
be more available to youth at their own schedltievas great that two of the facilitators
were staff and had to be in the Club throughout week anyway. Despite a few
communication challenges among the facilitatorkdep everyone informed about what
was going on, the new schedule worked extremely. witleven made YAN become

more present in the youth’s lives.

Although we still had a few ups and downs in sessittendance, the youth were able to

get everything ready on time for the event.

On the morning of Saturday, May",&he Charlestown YAN members opened the Trash
Olympics banner in front of the Club and startedamcing the activities. They had
games in which teams competed to collect garbagendr Charlestown, raced in trash

bags, played bowling with recycled bottles, anden@iigure 12).

The only problem is that only 10 youth showed uptfe event and many others could
not come for lack of information or lack of pardraathorization. In my opinion, we, the
adult facilitators, could have done a better jobnpoting the event to local families,

youth organizations, the press, and even someaqiaths.
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Figure 12 - The Trash Olympics event in Charlestown

Unfortunately, we were so busy with other thingsitthe Trash Olympics barely
attracted anyone beyond the ones who were alreaayvied with it. The good thing is
that the youth were very proud about their evemt did not seem to notice the lack of

extra audience.

On May 17", two days after the event, the softball seasorestan the Club and only 2
youth showed up at the YAN session. Together whitn Clubhouse manager, they
selected pictures from the previous sessions, weotscript, and created a little

documentary about the Trash Olympics development.

Finally, on Friday, May 2%, we invited the YAN members, facilitators and fids to an

informal end-of-the-year celebration at the Chaows Boys and Girls Club. At the
event, we recognized young people’s accomplishmelsplayed the Trash Olympics
video, and gave youth a certificate honoring theemmunity activism and commitment

to young people.”
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The experience in Chelsea

According to Amato, Bash et al. (2000), “Chelsedhis poorest city in Massachusetts.
Nearly half of the city’s children under the age4ofive in poverty. Chelsea leads the
Boston region in unemployment, has the state’sdsglerime rate, and is home to an
estimated 10,000 undocumented Hispanic and South®sian immigrants. These

problems are compounded by the fact that Chelgegpsilation is squeezed into fewer
than 3 square miles. More than 30 percent of tipelation lives in one 10-block area of

cramped, rundown dwellings.”

After a couple of planning meetings to plan theéiahisessions, the first YAN session in
the Chelsea Boys and Girls Club officially stareedOctober 23, 2003 with seven highly
motivated teenagers who, in most part, had alredalye some sort of community-

oriented projects in the past.

The Chelsea sessions happened every Wednesday6fifipm to 8:00pm and were
facilitated by the local Computer Clubhouse manatier Chelsea Boys and Girls Club
Teen Director, and the two YAN volunteers who adrde spend about 2 hours

commuting to the Club for each session.

The first semi-project. Since this was the first time YAN was being iempkented in
Chelsea and the sessions had already startedltie year, the facilitators did not have
too many expectations about what could be accohgadisn the few weeks that were left

until the YAN gathering event planned for the begigy of December.

As a starting point, the facilitators decided tersgh some time to get to know more about
the youth and build group spirit. Following in thdirection, the first session was
devoted mainly to introductions and a brief diseussbout local issues.

The second session focused primarily on a commundpping exercise. Despite the
distraction with the basketball tryouts going orxindoor, the session went well with
each member pointing out where they lived, marking areas where positive things

happened, and also indicating the main shoppingsapgzza places, gang spots, schools
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and other points of reference. Several YAN memhesse surprised to know that the

volunteers had gone all the way from Cambridgetustork with them in Chelsea.

According to the plan, the youth-led neighborhoodrtwas supposed to happen on the
third session. Ten young people showed up fotadbe However, the bus that they were
going to use broke down and the rain preventedgtbap from walking. Instead, the

youth ended up having a conversation about famotisis and voted for the issues that

they considered the most relevant: gangs and tesgmancy.

On the fourth session, despite the neighborhoodappeal, only four youth of the initial
group showed up. Some could not make to the sessideing sick, and others did not
receive authorization from their parents to walkuwad the neighborhood at night (the

original tour had been scheduled for an earliee}im

Still, the facilitators opted to move on with theut. They invited two younger youth
from another Club initiative to join in and the wlaroup went out to explore Chelsea
with their cameras. As part of the tour, the gr@algo recorded neighborhood sounds
using a special audio recorder and microphonebgrd Clubhouse mentor. The audio
equipment proved to be a fun, easy-to-use way obrdeng interviews and capturing

what was happening in the neighborhood.

During sessions 5 and 6 the facilitators strugghetth the small youth turn out. In
addition to that, most of the participants were rme-teens and had not been present in
the previous sessions. That made it hard fordh#itators to build on the prior session’s

experiences and brainstorm ideas for communityegtsj

Nevertheless, the facilitators organized an agtigliout Children’s Rights similar to the
one carried by the young activists of Charlestowaoaple of weeks earlier. During the
activity, the group got to the conclusion that ther a difference between having a right
and being right. To some extent, gangs have titg to meet and be part of a group.

That does not mean that they are allowed to disatgpe rights of others.

At the end, one of the girls created a script atlohiltl abuse and the team spent the rest
of the sessions recording and editing it for theNvgathering.
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The teen pregnancy project The second semester of YAN in Chelsea startedidh
February, when the facilitator team got togethedigcuss course of action and start

spreading the word about the sessions.

The first session happened on Monday, Februafy 2603. Thirteen youth came to the
meeting, half of them being newcomers to YAN. Afebrief introduction about YAN,

the facilitators showed the video they had credtathg the first semester. As one of the
facilitators wrote in her notes, “once the kids ghe video, they were hooked”. For the
remaining of the session, the group discussed looatttact more people to YAN and

went out to the computers to create flyers whidytlater posted around in the Club.

The second session also attracted thirteen yolitiouggh several of them were new. The
facilitators asked everyone to fill in a workshdeveloped by TakingITGlobal (2004) in
which youth listed their interests, skills, and ices in preparation for undertaking a
community project. Then, the participants werdatgt/to create their “activist identities”
by using the computers from the Clubhouse to tansthe pictures the facilitators were

taking of them into super-heroes of Chelsea.

On the third session, as a means to foster morthymwnership, the facilitators defined
an overall meeting structure and had the young Ipesgsign specific tasks for each role.
Among others, they identified and elected a “Secyétto take notes, a “Videographer”
to handle the camera and upload the snapshotg teettver, a “Meeting Chair’ to make
sure the session ran smoothly, and a “Plan Conehitteplan the upcoming sessions.

The facilitators then compiled a list with the putal project ideas identified in the
previous sessions, clarified questions, and as&eld member to vote for the three issues
that they would be interested in pursuing. Thed¢hmain issues elected by the young

activists of Chelsea were: teen pregnancy, drugsgangs.

The facilitators then organized the youth in teaarsund each issue, had them discuss
why their issue was the most important, had a nustiate among the groups and, lastly,
held a final vote. The overall winner was teen pesgy. At the end of the session,
everyone clapped their hands.
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On the fourth session, the core group of teensdfuaie to the previous sessions did not
show up. The youth that remained were considergblynger and, although they all
knew a teen who had become pregnant (for many & avaousin, or even their own
mother), the issue of teen pregnancy did not seenomnect as much with that group.
To compensate for that, the facilitators tried tgamize an Internet scavenger hunt for
the participants to find out information about tggagnancy, but it was hard to keep the

order and the session ended without finishing aleivity.

The fifth session had 5 participants; the lowest-tnut of the sessions thus far, with no
teenagers present with the exception of one. Agtls, another program was going on

at the same time in the Club and offered more tireentives to the youth.

The facilitators were planning on having a teenlhmapbtome to speak to the group during
that session. However, since she did not shovthgy, decided to brainstorm with you
about potential projects. Many ideas were gendraBmebody even suggested that the
facilitators should contact the older members tepké¢hem involved and stress how

important they are to the group.

After the session, the facilitators realized thatorder to keep the youth involved, they
would have to minimize discussions, involve the nygyeople in more action-oriented
activities, and identify concrete goals for the jpets as soon as possible. They also
decided to start going to the Club one extra dayweek to interact with the young

people in a more informal way.

At the first informal session, two of the facilibas talked to some of the older youth that
had left YAN, reminded them of their influence dretproject idea, and brainstormed
about what to do next. The youth suggested “Balgkiith Over”, a program of the Boys
and Girls Club that uses computerized baby dollseip youth become better informed
about pregnancy and childcare, and “ROCA”, a lgaalth organization with a major
emphasis on teen pregnancy. One of the girlsengtioup said her mother worked at
ROCA and offered to call her. The facilitatork&d to that mother and arranged a YAN
visit to the organization. From that day on theeolgouth were back to the sessions.
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On the sixth official session, the facilitators keathe participants up into three smaller
groups of four and five, with a camera and a fatidr each. One group went out to
interview other youth about teen pregnancy; onetweninterview the Club’s social

worker about the Baby Think It Over program; ane third went to shoot some scenes
with the computerized dolls. After that, everyora back together to watch what had

been recorded.

Then the group discussed what they would like tondgt and everyone agreed upon
organizing an event to raise awareness about tesgnancy. At the event they would
show the films they were working on and also havalke sale to raise funds for a teen-

pregnancy cause (Figure 13).

Figure 13 - Organizing the teen pregnancy event i€helsea (MA)

At the next informal meeting, the facilitators wedk with the young activists in the
production of a movie for the event. Accordingtihem, the informal sessions seemed
like a really good mechanism for building relatibips with the youth. During the more
formal YAN meetings it is usually hard to spendiundual time building relationships.
The informal meetings also serve as a remindettHeryouth and ease the continuity

problem. Meeting twice a week was very beneficial.
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On May 10", 2004 the young activists of Chelsea held the ‘plActivists Teen
Pregnancy Prevention Day” and transformed the Coenglubhouse into a lively and
well-organized information space that attractedr &@ people, most of them from the
Club. At the entrance of the Clubhouse they hathfoimation desk that directed guests
to workstations displaying the Chelsea videos andrdine quiz created by The National
Campaign to Prevent Teen PregndficyThey also had one of the Baby Think It Over

dolls for visitors to interact with (Figure 14).

Figure 14 - Girl at the YAN Teen Pregnancy Preventin Day

For the last meeting of the term, the volunteeilifators edited the footage from the

event and brought it to show the youth. They atsale paper plate awards to present.

When they arrived at the Club, they were welcomgthkir whole group with a surprise
party with cake and balloons. The young activieissed a balloon around and each one
took a turn saying what they where thankful foremhhey put on a dance performance

that they were rehearsing for an upcoming taleowsh

28 http://www.teenpregnancy.org/
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The facilitators were touched. Their youth had sierfruits of their own labor and were

ready to go again on another project.

The experience in South Boston

South Boston is a traditional Irish-Catholic neighiomod of Boston that, for the past
decades, has been deeply transformed by gentigiicaind an increased migration of
people coming from diverse backgrounds. Even ¢hve dessions that YAN developed
there in 2003-2004 were affected by the conseqenicéhat transformation.

Compared to the other Clubhouses that we were wgnkith in the Boston area, the one
located at the “Southie” Boys and Girls Club wakatreely easy to access by public
transportation. That made it relatively easier derto recruit three students from the
Harvard Graduate School of Education to support ltteal Computer Clubhouse

manager in the development of YAN activities overe.

The first YAN session in the Chelsea Boys and Giisb happened on November 20,
2003, a few weeks before the first YAN gatherind/l&t.

Eight youth 10 to 14 came to the meeting. The graas a mix of black and Latino
teens and white pre-teens. The youth of color wemry recent arrivals to the Club,
having come from OIld Colony, a local public housprgject, after the United States
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HURhavew significant funding for
youth programs there.

The Computer Clubhouse manager estimated thatasigted in an influx of some thirty
or forty new members. It should also be noted thatClub at that time did not have any
Spanish-speaking staff members and was not usetbabng with such a culturally-

diverse membership.

During the first meeting the groups informally ssgated themselves according to age
and race by sitting in different parts of the rooMevertheless, the discussion was lively

and involved both subgroups of youth. The participehad very strong political views
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and knowledge of global political events. The Clolxe manager printed a large map of

the area using the Clubhouse plotter and the gi@qussed a possible route for the tour.

Many of the youth felt that adults do not listenkids, and gave examples from their
home and school life. One member discussed a pribjat she had been involved in, in
which they identified a place that needed to baree. They wrote letters and even got a
promise of action from the responsible agency. ddrency had not fulfilled its promise,

prompting them to act again.

This was a very good example of activism and seaged reminder that people often say
yes when they do not plan on doing anything, thasigtence is necessary to affect

change, and that organized voices are more easaydh

On December'3 the group led the facilitators on a tour aroundts Boston. They shot
video and took still images. The dynamic of theugr was a little unruly. The racial
split became more evident, with the older membéromr banding together. Moreover,
many of the participants did not seem to be engagéuk trip. They were distracted by
boy-girls dynamics and seemed to have most fungdmanity” shots of themselves

emulating celebrities.

After the tour, the Clubhouse manager ordered parmhthe group watched the video
footage together. Some of the issues that caméuupg the tour were violence and
bullying, racism, garbage in the parks and othdslipuispaces, and harassment by the

local police.

The next session was the gathering event that wealveady scheduled with the three
Boston-area YAN sites right at the beginning of ylear. By the time of the event, the
split was undeniable and only two young membersecemMIT.

According to the facilitators, although that evenbvided a deadline that was useful for
some sites, it may have been premature for theh&ouwfroup as they had not had
sufficient time to prepare a project or to formitigroup identity. Indeed, the two young
activists that came to MIT were not feeling comdbie at the event and had to take some
time outside on the streets.
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That was the last time that the South Boston YAN &ay teens in the group. However,
it is important to point out that many of the memsbéhat stopped coming to YAN,
stopped coming to the Boys and Girls Club altogethe

The bullying project. The second semester of the Young Activists Ngtwo South

Boston began on February™@ith sessions every Thursday from 7:00pm to 8:30pm

The first session started with a small group oé fispunger members that, at first, seemed
homogeneous. They discussed several issues am®dec pick bullying. Bullying was
a current problem in the South Boston Boys ands@tub, and it seemed exacerbated by

racial and socio-economic dynamics.

The group decided to construct a bulletin boardi$owy on the issue of bullying outside

of the Computer Clubhouse. The 4'x8' space wouldiderl to establish a permanent
YAN presence in the Club and would have its costgariodically changed by the local

young activists. According to one of the faciliiet, the bulletin board seemed like a
good way to do an "easy" project that would invalesearch and design. Depending on
the interest generated, the group could then deslt® to do next after the board was
completed.

However, the group soon realized that the constmuatf the bulletin board would be
more complicated than expected. After some brainstg and Internet research, the
participants ended up splitting into two sub-grotg#cus on specific tasks. One would
be responsible for the design of the bulletin bdaydut, and another for researching and
producing the contents that would be posted ormdized.

The second YAN session in South Boston was filleth woolemic and internal

disagreement. Due to problems in communicatiom atifults that coordinated the second
session got confused about the group’s roles difindhe previous session and asked
both youth groups to focus on the design of bullbbard, each one concentrating on half
of the board. By the time they realized that tlotual breakdown was design vs.

research, the second group was already investibeéiinown design. They got the groups
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together, explained that the mistake was from #wdlifators, and tried to get the two

groups to compromise.

Although the youth seemed to be able to compromseasing what the first group had
come up with the week before and incorporatinge ideas in, somehow in the middle

of the section the two groups started arguing asdliing one another.

According to one of the adults, the conflict wassl@about the actual issues and more
about the way youth were treating each other andistening to what was being said.
The facilitators tried to intervene, emphasizingvhmuch work the youth had already
done and how important their project was for evegyo Still, the situation ran out of
control and the participants ended the sessiomgatiat they would not come back to
YAN.

In the days that followed that session, the fatiits exchanged several messages trying
to figure out what to do. They decided that theyuld like to be able to get the youth
together again and talk it out. Resolving issuesrag themselves was a valuable skill.
They needed to learn how to listen to each othmpathize, compromise, and know that
handle that kind of situation in life.

During the following week the session had to becedad due to Computer Clubhouse
being closed. That gave the young activists same to cool off and allowed the

Clubhouse manager to talk to them individually.

On March 4, when the facilitators finally got the youth tolget again, they all seemed
willing to talk. The session began with everyonelaiing what they felt about the last
meeting and what they wanted for the current mgefline four members present were

all willing to compromise and negotiate.

The facilitators brought out the old materials ahd a quick mock up of what they
thought the board should look like. Then each yadathk a turn adding and commenting.
In the end, the group decided to save some of titermal from the previous design and
add some new one. The facilitators left the seskeling that progress had been made
and that YAN had effectively been saved.
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On March 1Y, the young activists finished their board. It viled with stop signs with
guestions regarding bullying on them. They alsoagad to use the plotter to print out a
very large banner that read "Young Activists Netwasnd "It's not cool to be cruel”.
Finally, they added two poems written by membeisstaof Internet resources and a list

with the name of the participants.

On March 18, none of the volunteers could come to the YAN isesis South Boston.
The Clubhouse manager decided to start planninghdrip with the group but, due to
changes in the overall South Boston Boys and Gtlgo and other local challenges,

South Boston YAN ended up losing steam and stoppeeting before that happened.

The experience in Sao Paulo (Brazil)

Inspired by the Young Activists Network, two mergtdrom the Dom Bosco Computer
Clubhouse in Sao Paulo (Brazil) decided to creaimwth technology center in their
community and use it to support the youth actiasid environmental education
initiatives that Juventude Ativa (“Active Youth™heir local youth group, was already
developing in the area.

Jardim Antartica, the place where the two mentwexl] was an underserved community
that suffered from problems such as alcoholismg drafficking, litter on the streets, and
lack of infrastructure (Figure 15). To make thimgsrse, many residents lived on shacks
that were often flooded by the polluted creek tlrassed the region.

In order to do something about the situation, Jtwan Ativa organized street clean-ups,
food drives, community meetings and other eveBighaving access to technology, they
expected to become more effective in their actiod be able to collaborate with other
youth groups from the city. Unfortunately, thedbgublic telecenter provided limited

support for their activities and the Computer Clolke was located almost two hours

away by bus from Jardim Antartica.
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Figure 15 - View of Jardim Antartica (Sao Paulo, Bazil)

After about one year of hard work, in April 2004v8atude Ativa managed to open their
youth technology center with 14 used laptops addjigal camera.

Despite the initial excitement about the computtrs, space lacked a regular person to
take care of it, and did not have printers or agtegshe Internet. As a result, it ended up

attracting mostly local youth 4 to 12 years old wient there to play games.

In October 2004, Ana Maria Lima, a graduate studeorh the Catholic University of
Sao Paulo, decided to start a YAN initiative indilar Antartica. As part of her research,
which later became her Master’s Thesis, Lima wonkétl a group of six 9 to 12 years
old in the development of a participatory actioge@ch project that addressed a
community need that was relevant to them (Lima 2005

Following steps very similar to the other YAN sijtése group started with a youth-led
tour of the neighborhood where they took pictureghlighted different aspects of their

community and interviewed local residents.
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Concerned about the issue of garbage being throwthe creek and on the streets, the
young activists decided to organize a communitytmgewith the local adults (Figure
16). At the event, they brainstormed about possditernatives to the garbage and
discussed the need to promote more community awssenAlthough the participants
enjoyed the meeting, they expressed their frustnetr the lack of adult attendance.

Figure 16 - Young activists from Sao Paulo invitingpeople to their meeting

On the following session, the group went to theligubklecenter of the region to research
information about garbage recycling and to sendekattronic message to the city
government reporting the problems in their communithey also used the computers to
create a little form to be used in a survey thegeeihup doing about local littering habits.
Unfortunately, no one from the city government enggalied to their message.

In the end, the young activists decided to colggrbage by themselves and sell it to the
local recycling facility. They used the money eatrio purchase a snack and felt pretty
good about all they managed to accomplish duriegtioject.

One of the things that became apparent in Limasearch was the challenges that

members of her group faced in relation to technploylany of the young people she
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worked with were illiterate and, despite having sophysical access to computers and
knowing how to use the mouse, it was extremely hardhem to use the technology to
retrieve information or express themselves. Altdiouhe Internet was something
appealing to them, their experience with the Weldléel to be limited and frustrating. As
part of YAN, the tools they ended up using the maste the audio recorder and the

digital camera that the researcher brought to élssisns.

Another interesting aspect of Lima’s research was Wway she positioned YAN in
relationship to the other organizations of the camity. Due to the difficulties imposed
by the Juventude Ativa technology center, the yoantivists ended up having their

sessions in different parts of the community, idahg the local public telecenter.

On the one hand, that approach freed the group §mecific limitations imposed by the
technology center, created opportunities for thetlyado explore their community in a
different way, and fit better into the young pedplives. On the other hand, by not
having YAN incorporated by any of the local orgaatians, the Young Activists
activities stopped as soon as the research wasletdp Ideally, it would be great if the
different organizations the young activists intéedcwith assumed more ownership over

the project.

As will be discussed, issues of inclusion, lackapbropriate technologies for youth,
dependency on partner organizations, and sustéitgabere pervasive to all the different
attempts to implement YAN and ended up leadindghéorhore organic approach to youth

participation proposed in the next chapter.

The development of the Young Activists Toolkit

In parallel to carrying out sessions with youthiteg different sites, the members of the
volunteer task force also contributed to the immatation of a series of tools and
prototypes that aimed at reducing some of theadiffies inherent to the implementation
of the YAN model.

It was interesting to realize that, even though ynafithe Young Activists Network sites
had more infrastructure than the average commuaithinology center, with cameras,
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audio recording equipment, multimedia softwareetinét connection and the like, in
many cases the technology available was not apptepior YAN activities. Although
we wanted young people to produce some sort ofrdeatary or presentation telling the
story of their projects, in many cases tasks sschideo and website production were so
complex that they ended up consuming too much efptioject’s time and diverting the
young participants’ focus from the more relevardialoaspects of the initiative. In other
cases, the tools simply did not offer the requitgtttionality and had to be compensated
with ad-hoc solutions created by the facilitators.

The YAN Box. The first tool to be implemented was the “YANXBolt consisted of a
portable archive box that contained pretty muchtradl support materials that would be
needed for a YAN session: printed forms, large sheé paper for group discussions,
pencils, markers, glue tape, etc. It also conthindividual folders to store the materials
produced by the young activists, and session feldenere the diagrams and notes
generated during group activities could be savegu(e 17).

Figure 17 - The YAN Box

Among other things, the YAN Box made it much eadar facilitators to transport
materials from one room to another, prepare fosisas, and check what has been done

and when.
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The YAN activity portfolio. One of the central elements of the YAN Box wamg to

be a portfolio with potential activities that fatakors could develop at different phases of
the youth-oriented participatory project developin@mble 4). Since each YAN site and
group was different from one another, we wantedetbing flexible enough that could

serve as inspiration for the facilitators.

Phase in the project lifecycle Example activities

problem identification * personal observations
* Rights of the Child discussion
* neighborhood tour

analysis * neighborhood mapping
e community interviews
* expert presentations

planning e brainstorming
* what? where? when? who? how?
* personal social networking analysis

action e creation of flyers, websites,
commercials

e organizing community events

evaluation and reflection » discussion at the end of the sessions
e story production
* celebration and meetings

Table 4 - Sample activities for each phase of a YAproject lifecycle

On the prototype that we started creating, eaclvigchad a title, a description, the
phases of the project lifecycle in which it could ised (problem identification, analysis,
planning, etc.) and also examples with tips hiditlitgg real situations in which that
activity had already been tested and how it coudd dxtended depending on the
technologies available at the site. For instaattbpugh the neighborhood tour did not
depend on any technology in particular, the usenaps and cameras could greatly

enhance the activity.
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The YAN website During the summer of 2004, an intern and | sthrto design a
website to facilitate the implementation of YANdifferent locations and make it easier

for individuals to contribute their own ideas angjgestions (Figure 18).
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Figure 18 - The YAN website prototype

The latest prototype that we created had a sedtioiyoung activists and another for
facilitators. The young activists section contdineformation about YAN, the people
who were part of the network, the projects thatheperson had participated in, the
different YAN sites, upcoming events, and more.e TlRacilitator's Corner” had a link to
the YAN activities’ portfolio, information about aoto organize sessions, and additional

resources.

The neighborhood mapping tool In the spring of 2004 we had the opportunityvtark

with three students from an MIT technology desitass in the creation of a prototype of
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a neighborhood mapping tool for kids. The goal wa<reate a tool that would be
sufficiently simple for YAN members to use and ymiwerful enough for them to

represent and compare personally meaningful aspéttgir communities.

Layers
[Fewiaper] (o |
HOME - v X _
My Legend / o Ea
y Legerh ‘/ X
Choose an Option; F [ShawAil |
“""3’1::5‘:- E o —
APDA LANDMARK il
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i { More Tools
house e e 7 % menciTER !
q f 3 = Emnﬁ““!“”m
dagrmes parks @ 7N ~ el
"S/ @ E\b eneaTe Your
More Landmarks

Figure 19 - The YAN neighborhood mapping tool prottype

After a series of focus groups with youth and featibrs from several YAN sites from the
Boston area, the students came up with a basiotgpa in which users added layers on
top of a base neighborhood map that they could itnjpto the program (Figure 19).
Layers could be turned on or off and containedgeaklandmarks and regions that users
created using a simple tool. In addition to thesers could add picture, audio and text
notes to the different layers and print the finapmn large scale by combining multiple

printed pages side-by-side.

The Graphical Wiki. The neighborhood mapping tool would be one ofesav
components of a larger online multimedia collabweasystem specifically created to
support youth in their projects. At its core, #ystem would be similar to a “wiki”, i.e. it
would allow young people to collaboratively createb sites that could be edited online,

without the need to upload the pages from a clientputer to a server.
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While traditional wiki sites like the Wikipedidare essentially text-based and require the
usage of special text tags in the formatting ofwiled pages, the YAN wiki would allow
users to create web pages using a graphical ineedanilar to a Microsoft Word and
would make it easier for young people to integrsdend and video snippets, photo

galleries, animations and even the maps creatpdrasf their projects (Figure 20).
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Figure 20 - The YAN Graphical Wiki prototype

Even though we managed to recruit a group of Mld@largraduate students to work part-
time on different aspects associated with the GecapbhViki, the project turned out to be
more complex than expected and would require more &nd resources that we would

be able to commit within the scope of this thesis.

Only today, with the recent advances in media rgliand sharing of the Web 2.0, are
people starting to see websites combining audagosiimages and text in a way that is
more accessible to non-technical users. Howewen ¢éhose sites still have a long way

to go to achieve the level of usability that weeimded with the YAN Graphical Wiki.

2 http://wikipedia.org/
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Challenges and lessons learned

The third YAN attempt described above was extremmelyarding and productive. For
about 9 months, we had a team of highly skilled @amgjaged volunteers helping
implement youth-led, community-oriented projectsour four sites. Counting on the
external support, several youth groups were ablake their projects to the end and even
produce a little documentary or presentation tbthelir story. The constant and reliable
support also allowed us to refine the YAN model ged a better understanding of the

challenges inherent to it.

In the end, working with Clubhouses in the sameoreturned out to be positive for all.
Among other things, it allowed us to organize Youkdivists gatherings where young
people could show their projects, facilitated w@siind information among the different

sites, and promoted a network feeling that wasdraconvey at a distance.

In addition to that, the proximity of the sites read easier to identify patterns in the
sessions and in the way projects evolved. It alade the facilitators realize that many
of the challenges faced were not unique to a pdatisite and could be seen in the other

youth organizations, too.

Among other things, we became more aware of thenemas differences that existed
between youth ages 10 to 18, our original audieaod,realized that, in most cases, the
YAN approach was a better fit to the activists wiere between 10 and 13 years old.

To some extent, constraining our audience to yagghs 10 to 13 was not necessarily
bad. As discussed in the background chapter,ighatritical age range in which young
people begin to see themselves as individuals &rtltsying to figure out their role in
the broader society. Moreover, by working with foat that age they would hopefully

remain engaged with their communities as olderagers and also as adults.

Nevertheless, it would still be important to figuoat appropriate ways to work with
older youth and create better mechanisms to conhent with the communities they are
part of. In the What's Up Lawrence initiative deked in the next chapter, we ended up
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working mainly with youth 15 years old and up, lthere is still a lot that needs to be

done in order to achieve a good way of doing that.

The YAN experiments also helped us learn that yaetigagement with the Young
Activists Network seemed to be a function of pesocommitment, quality of the

sessions, and certain attributes of the environment

In terms of personal commitment, youth should eealthe importance of their
contributions and acknowledge their responsibagymembers of their group. We could
help them realize their role, but the final acknesddement had to come from their side.

As for the quality of the sessions, YAN taught liattbest meetings with youth tend to be
both fun and serious at the same time. In ordethat to happen, YAN sessions should
have concrete goals, emphasize action and meaholiglwssions, be respectful of group
dynamics, provide time for bonding and relaxatiand be clearly situated within the

larger scheme of the project.

And concerning environmental aspects, among othiegs, the space of the sessions
should provide for non-interrupted group discussiamd activities, and session times
should compete as little as possible with otheividiels the participants are already
engaged with.

From a broader, project lifecycle perspective,@athan concentrating all the motivation
of the initiative in a goal that stood several weelkvay, we learned that it would be
probably better to split the project into smallectsons, each of them with a meaningful
and concrete outcome that would hopefully contebiat building motivation along the
way. For instance, young people could organizé@@exhibit to the community right
after their neighborhood tour, the team could bkenato visit special places or
organizations after a certain number of weeks,viddals could create a logo for their
team, implement a short-term community serviceqmtpjetc. Along the same lines, the
organization of end-of-the-year events turned ouprovide a good pretext for young

people to reflect about their project and produseudnentation about it.
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As lessons like the above became more apparenstavied to implement the tools and
materials described in the previous section. H@wnewhile on the one hand the YAN
model seemed to be improving well from one desipeament to another, on the other
hand we started to become more aware of the lardgieral and organizational challenges

that lay ahead of us.

On the cultural dimension, the YAN experiments médelear to us that the idea of

involving youth in decision making and communityaolge was so abstract in society that
a great deal of effort had to be invested not a@alynaking projects more concrete and
engaging to youth (Percy-Smith and Malone 2001}, dso to convince adults and

organizations about the importance of our work. @Gisrtsen pointed out, “successful

participation requires a paradigm shift among oizitions, as they reconceptualise their
role as not working for but with children” (2001g.47).

By reflecting back about my interaction with di#et organizations, | noticed that
“youth activism” tended to be perceived as somethionfrontational or disruptive,
almost comparable to “young troublemakers” or “tebe That was not the image that
we wanted our young members to be associated witth,that was not something that
many adults, government offices, foundations antemtinstitutions would feel

comfortable about supporting.

Rather than placing young people against adultsfamus on activism aimed at stirring
in young people a more critical, active and cortdive perspective about the places
where they lived and we wanted the community togeize the value and contributions

of the young generation.

Unfortunately, the concept of “youth activism” dibt seem to convey that message.
That is one of the reasons why | decided to chahgefocus of my research to the
broader, more receptive notion of “child-friendligties” and that is one of the reasons

why ended up starting the What's Up Lawrence ititeadescribed in the next chapter.

The YAN organizational challenges became obviousmwim the summer of 2004 most
of the volunteers we had been working with returteetheir hometown after graduation
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and we were unable to recruit more people to repthem at the different YAN sites.

That would make it impossible for us to continue work.

Indeed, as the YAN experience had already taughteusn with better tools and

methodologies, the most important element of theirfpActivists Network was the

quality of the time and support provided by the ledwho worked with the youth.

Young people need adults to help them frame thadmas, learn new things, make
connections with other organizations, provide maapport and get them to places
beyond their reach.

However, the reality of our partner community origations was such that, due to the
issues of funding, understaffing, and pressuresn frdifferent priorities, even the

organizations that were interested in YAN couldydinée 3 or 4 hours per week for the
project, and could not afford to commit one adwoit éach 5 youth that came to the

project.

Even though we recruited university volunteers étplthings out, we still had to rely on

our contacts in the partner organization — usuléy Computer Clubhouse manager or
the Arts Director — to take care of the local asp@ct the project. As our ambassadors,
they guaranteed space and resources for the sgsstanuited youth, resolved the local
administrative issues, helped plan and run theities, drove youth around and provided

information about how things worked in the commwunit

Although the connection with of those ambassadas @ssential for the projects, there
was only so much they could do with the time angpsut that they had at their disposal.
As a result, Young Activist Network projects haahilied outreach to other organizations,

families and members of the larger community.

As a matter of fact, limited community outreach veaproblem that also affected other
initiatives besides YAN. For instance, as pointedl by a Boys and Girls Club dance
teacher, it seemed that we were all competingHersame few youth who were already
part of the organization. What made things wosbe, said, was that those youth usually
came from well-structured families and were alrebdgy with a variety of things. The
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young people who actually needed most guidancesapdort “were still out there on the

streets” and many of them did not even know thaewisted.

In retrospect, it feels as if we were expecting tooch out of the youth technology

centers we had partnered with.

As seen from an empowerment theory perspective, YiiMaged to do a good job at the
individual level by helping young people feel marenfident about themselves, learn
important social and technical skills, and also thdir community-oriented ideas in

practice.

Indeed, despite the obstacles, YAN managed toegaices in which youth and adults
could have in-depth conversations about life antlaloorate in the development of
meaningful community projects. That was somethivag neither youth nor adults were
used to doing and, as reported by several of thet &itilitators, was the key element

that kept them motivated to spending so much eifffotthat work.

However, even with all the effort invested in thejpcts, our partner organizations and
ourselves did not seem empowered enough to reachoothe different people and
organizations that would be required to supporttlyon their community projects. We
managed to take young activists to visit placdk,ttaprofessionals from different fields,

but much more would be needed to sustain and exth@ndAN work.

Almost in a paradoxical way, our efforts did nottguseem to fit well either into the lives
of the youth or into the organizations we were virggkwith. While on the one hand it
was hard for youth technology centers to supporNYAn the other hand it seemed that
youth and facilitators were always trying to adéptand comply with the times and

structure of the particular center.

If the goal was to empower young people and provigan with broader and more
sustainable opportunities to participate in so¢iety would have to start thinking outside
the youth technology center “box” and develop aenioiclusive and community-wide

approach to youth participation.
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As it is going to be discussed in the next chagterhaps rather than concentrating all of
our efforts in one particular organization, a be#eproach would probably be to start by
recognizing the positive youth-led initiatives, faal or informal, that already existed in a
particular community and provide them with the so@quired to promote their activities,

learn from one another experiences and benefit fteresources that were available to
them.
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5. The What’'s Up Lawrence initiative

After two years developing the Young Activists Netk, in September 2004 | realized
that, in spite of its many successes, that initgastill had several open challenges that
would prevent it from being implemented in sustbleaand scalable ways. In order to
compensate for those challenges, | started lookorgalternative approaches. In
particular, on the theoretical side, | started lngkfor ways to engage young people in

youth-led, community oriented projects that:

could be perceived as more inviting to adults aadngr organizations;

» did not compete as much with other activities thating people were already

engaged with;

» facilitated the communication among youth, and leetw youth, supportive adults

and community organizations;

* could spread more easily and benefited as muclossiljpe from the resources and

opportunities already available; and

* did not require extraordinary effort from the youiechnology centers we were

working with.

Fortunately, while reviewing the youth participatiliterature, 1 ended up stumbling into
some of the references written by Lynch and Souttiwooncerning “Educative Cities”

(Carr and Lynch 1968; Southworth 1970; Southwortid &outhworth 1981). As

explained in the background chapter of this thehkis,educative cities movement aimed
at uncovering the educational potential of urbamers by, among other things, creating
trails, adding signs, and producing other appro@riaaterials that made it easier for
young people to navigate the urban space by thesseand develop a better

understanding of how things worked.

Although the educative cities initiatives failed @agage youth in the decision-making,
they offered low-barriers for inclusion, requireclative low-effort from local
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organizations, and helped young people become mwege of the resources that were

available to them.

In my mind, it would be great if we could use teclugies to create a more participatory
version of educative cities in which youth themssleontributed meaningful information
about the places where they lived. The way | imegiit, the new initiative would have
the potential to, among other things, provide neaysMfor youth to engage more actively
with their neighborhoods, help other youth and &didarn more about the area, and

facilitate the recognition of young people’s pexgpes about the city.

As seen from an empowerment theory perspective, Yatlldone a good job of helping
youth technology centers empower individual youttowever, YAN failed in its attempt
to empower the actual centers. Based on empowertieory, for youth participatory
initiatives to succeed they have to focus not aythe young people and the way they
are supported by the youth organizations, but alsothe way youth organizations
managed to connect with other organizations andbtil@der community in order to

sustain and expand their work.

While on the theoretical side | was starting tousisze an interesting alternative to the
YAN model, on the practical side | needed to fingomd community partner to help me
with the youth organizing piece of the work so thatould focus my time on the

implementation of new technologies to facilitate tnplementation of the new approach.

Although the YAN design experiments had made thee dhat the lack of appropriate
technologies was only one among several, perhaps mportant issues that had to be
addressed in the implementation of youth-led, comtyoriented projects, | knew that
the development of specific tools could make ailmpgact in bringing the idea of child-

friendlier cities closer to reality.

The setting After several months looking for youth organiaas in the Boston area
that developed community-oriented activities in trit of child-friendly cities, in
December 2004 Professor Lorlene Hoyt from MIT idtroed me to Movement City in

Lawrence, MA.
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Movement City is an after-school program affiliateh Lawrence CommunityWorks, a
nonprofit organization dedicated to the economitia, physical, and also to the social

revitalization of the City of Lawrence, MA (Traynand Andors 2005).

According to the census of 2000, Lawrence is onb@fyoungest cities of Massachusetts
and one of the poorest of the country: 32% of Laweés population is under 18, and
31.7% of those live below the poverty line with ilied access to community services and
benefits. In addition to that, a majority, 84%, mfblic school students are minorities,
mostly Dominican and Puerto Rican, many of whomehacently immigrated or moved
to the mainland United States and struggle witlydistic isolation, low educational

levels and scarce employment opportunities.

Movement City provides young Laurencians ages 1QvitB a range of activities that
include school support and professional developnmeateas such as technology, fashion

design, dance, creative writing, music productenmg others.

Among its goals, Movement City tries to engage kantlocal projects that encourage
them to improve the region and help them conneth whe larger community. In

particular, Movement City organizes a series ofipaand events throughout the year for
parents, relatives and friends from all ages anckdraunds to celebrate the latest

achievements from its members or to raise awardnesggecific community issues.

Movement City’s action orientation, community inveinent and respect for youth are
apparent in everything they do. Fortunately, tiveator of the organization became
interested in my ideas concerning the developménhew technologies for child-

friendlier cities and we decided to work togethentake them happen.

5.1 Preliminary attempt: the Building Blocks 2005 s  ummer program

The first collaboration between Movement City ahé Media Lab happened in 2005
when | helped organize the Building Blocks 2005 swen program in Lawrence. The
main goal of that initiative was to help youth deyeleadership skills while developing

community service projects in some of Lawrence'stmumderserved areas.
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When | joined the project, Movement City had alseadcured stipends to work with 16
young people 14 to 18 years old, four days a weelé fweeks. From 10:00am to noon,
the youth would be organized into two groups: the alled “Youth Activity
Researchers,” whose goal was to survey youth artlumctity and create some sort of
youth guide to Lawrence, and the “Youth Event Organs”, that aimed at organizing
block parties and community events to promote conitpdife and highlight the local

youth talents of Lawrence.

From noon to 3:00pm, the two groups would merge atarger “Building Blocks” team
whose goal was to go out to 5 of the most undeeseparts of Lawrence, distribute
flyers about youth programs and opportunities abéd in the city, clean up streets and

public spaces, and also organize games and funtetifor the local children.

From a research perspective, | aimed to learn raboait Lawrence, get more experience
working with Movement City, and try out differemdhnologies within the context of the
community projects being developed. Hopefully, Bwelding Blocks experience would
help me refine the ideas for my thesis and prowit a good enough base for me to
decide which technology to focus on.

At that time, | was trying to decide among two @iéint kinds of technologies. One of
them was the use of mobile devices such as celigghor PDAs in the implementation of
youth-led, community oriented projects. Nokia,aagk cell phone manufacturer and
sponsor of the Media Lab, had kindly donated Sptedmes with still image, video and
audio recording capabilities to be used as patthisfresearch. It would be interesting to
see, for instance, how useful those phones woulihbeelping young people record

interviews, register community life and documerg évolution of their projects.

The Building Blocks summer program would also seagea good context for the
investigation of ideas related to Internet-baségpteony, or Voice over Internet Protocol
(VoIP). Inspired by the work of Community VoiceaMand the Yellow Arrows projects
described in the background chapter, | wanted éoifsg would make sense for young
people to have a special telephone system that ntaelesier for them to exchange
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messages with their friends or record informatibow different youth groups or points

of interest of the city.

In order to do that, | implemented a rudimentaryR/system that provided young people
with voicemail boxes and allowed them to createewiail groups for their friends and
relatives. By dialing a group extension, one caddd a voicemail message to the group
participants, find out more about the group, anéneplay a public announcement

recorded by that group.

In spite of the challenges with logistics, groupnamics and time constraints, the
different youth groups managed to achieve meaningfiicomes in their respective
projects. The larger Building Blocks team succeede reaching out to youth and

families of four of the most underserved areasaitence (Figure 21).

Figure 21 - Building Blocks 2005 street clean up

Moreover, the Youth Activity Researchers manageduovey 176 young people and
presented a summary of their findings in a spé€padss conference” attended by youth
and representatives of Lawrence CommunityWorks ahdthe City of Lawrence

government (Figure 22).
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in “A.c‘:fl;on

Figure 22 — The Youth Activity Researchers press oderence

Finally, the Youth Event Organizers successfullgamized a barbeque event with fun
activities for the children who lived in a local using project. They also organized a
large block party in downtown Lawrence with morerthl0 local dance and music

groups and over 150 people in the audience (Fig8)e

Figure 23 - Youth Event Organizers block party
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At the end of the program, we got together with ybath and asked them what they had
learned as part of Building Blocks. Among othends, they said the program had helped
them to become more confident talking to people tbe streets and expressing
themselves in a group context, to know parts of lemee they had false preconceptions

about, and to make new friends.

Challenges and lessons learned

The Building Blocks 2005 summer program provided with a rich opportunity to
become acquainted with Lawrence and Movement @itg, learn important lessons for

my future work.

It was valuable to work with young people in theelepment of the youth survey, get to
know more about how Lawrence is perceived by itgngpresidents, and find out more
about what it takes to interact with the governnterdbtain support for block parties and

other activities.

In particular, the youth survey was revealing oWhfar Lawrence is from becoming a
friendly city for its young residents (Table 5).

If only 29% of the respondents between 13 and lafsyeld believed that Lawrence
provided youth with good perspectives for the faiur seemed clear that the government
and other organizations of the city should do sbmgturgently to change that situation
and show youth that they care. In my opinion, dud be great if surveys like those
happened more regularly and at different citiebigilight how things evolve over time

and provide means for comparison among regions.

On the organizational side, Building Blocks valethtseveral lessons that | had already
learned from YAN: that implementing community-oried projects with youth requires a
lot of on-demand planning and logistics, and tlaatng people need a lot of adult support

to help them organize their own ideas and devdiep projects.
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* In the summer of 2005, the Youth Activity Researsisurveyed a total of 176
people. Of those, 52% were female, 31% were betwBend 12 years old, 32%
were between 13 and 17 years old, and the remaBYitigwere all older than 18.

* Only 35% of the surveyed believed Lawrence hadsitige image as a city.

* Only 21% of the youth 13-17 believed that in Lavaegoung people’s ideas were
welcome and considered.

* Only 29% of the youth 13-17 believed that Lawrewes a city full of interesting
people and fun things for children and youth.

* Only 29% of the youth 13-17 believed that Lawreoffered enough services for
children and youth. That is perhaps why only 19%e surveyed said they used
the bus to move around in the city and 62% of threwel around by foot.

* Only 12% of the youth 13-17 believed Lawrence waafe and peaceful city for
children and youth.

* Only 29% of the surveyed believed that Lawrenceipiexd young people with good
perspectives for the future.

e Only 11% of the youth 13-17 used the Internetitd fbut what was happening in the
city. For them, the most common source of infofomatvas talking to friends
(68%)), followed by the newspaper (34%) and the Z104).

* However, 87.64% of the surveyed believed young |gecgn help make Lawrence fa
better place for children and youth.

* 57% of the respondents would like to receive nevgiwhat is going on in
Lawrence for youth.

*  42% would like to be part of a group to organizetievents and activities in
Lawrence.

Table 5 - Major results from the Building Blocks 2M@5 youth activity survey

However, Building Blocks also showed me that sumpregrams can provide a good
opportunity to work with youth for long periods @fne, build team spirit, advance
projects and set things in motion for the schoointevhen people are usually not as
available.

One of the biggest differences between YAN and d@ug Blocks was the fact that the
participants of the latter were paid to be parttted program. On the one hand, that
attracted youth who otherwise would not be inte@sh community projects and made
sure young people would be present at most sess@nghe other hand, stipends did not
prevent the young participants from feeling boredrastrated with some of the activities

developed. In my opinion, one has to be carefuuamot taking young people for
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granted and letting stipends compensate for tHedébetter planning. That may have a

strong impact on the way they relate to money abd jn the future.

On the technology side, the cell phones turnedi@iie useful in the documentation of
the projects and in facilitating communication beén the youth groups while they were
in different parts of the city. Every day youngopke returned to Movement City with
dozens of pictures and video clips collected onstheet. In some cases, they even used

the phones to record interviews with youth and camity leaders.

Although the idea of implementing a cell phone-lbdaseighborhood mapping tool for
kids was a good candidate to be implemented asopanty thesis, the Building Blocks
experience generated several insights that ledontieetimplementation of the telephone-

based system described in the next section.

The first insight was that, at least for the yoyepple that | interacted with, knowing
about community events seemed to be more impottaart knowing about places.
Whereas most people seemed to know about the redigs and organizations of the
City, it was much harder for them to find out theatings and events that happened at
those places. In the case of Building Blocks,ifstance, we had to distribute flyers and
go house in house to tell local residents aboutgémmes we were organizing at the
nearby parks. It would be much better if there alasady a system in place that made it

easier for people to figure out what was happeatrgpecific dates.

The second thing that Building Block made me realwas how difficult it really is to

reach out to the traditionally unreachable. Ewh the increase in cell phone adoption
over the past couple of years, many young peompeeaally the youngest and most
underserved, still did not have their own telephand it seemed unlikely that situation
would change in the near future. From what | naticbesides direct, face-to-face

interaction, regular telephones were still the s to get in touch with that group.

Moreover, the lack of outreach also has to do w#hih way community initiatives are
organized. All too often, they are structured ucts a way that they end up getting in
touch with the individuals who are the easiestdoeas and never reaching out to those
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who probably needed them the most. In the caskeo¥outh Activity Researchers, for
instance, since it was usually hard to find youthtbe streets during the time of the
Building Block morning sessions, the group endegunveying mostly their own friends
and young people from other youth organizations. oider to reach the most under-
represented we would probably have to do the ssriaer in the day or during the

weekends, something that would go beyond the sobite initiative.

Fortunately, as part of the afternoon Building B®@&ctivities | had the opportunity to
interact with youth and families who lived in somatLawrence’s most impoverished
areas. Several of the people | talked to were Zapparticipate in the games organized
by Movement City youth and find out more about otymuth programs and services that
were available to them. Frequently, young peopdated to do something meaningful,
but they had very limited access to information anded up spending their time on the
streets feeling bored. Even the parents who waoteld something interesting with their

children did not know about the opportunities aafali.

Finally, the Building Blocks experience also made mgalize that engaging young people
in the organization of personally meaningful commyum®vents such as block parties,
street clean ups, games, etc. had the potentisd extremely empowering for youth and,
in addition to that, help address some of the ehgks that we faced as part of the Young

Activists Network.

In particular, “engaging young people in the orgation of personally meaningful

community events” seemed to have the followinglaites:

It provided young people with opportunities to explthe place where they live, find
out how decisions are made, and make connectiaghsdifierent kinds of people and

organizations;
* It positioned young people as positive, active amétive community participants;
* It helped raise awareness to young people’s opgntontheir community;

» It was something fun and attractive for young peppl

140



| concluded that we needed to create some sorityefvide network that made it easier
for, on the one side, formal and informal youth up® to organize and promote
community events and, on the other side, for evenyoung people from the most
underserved areas to find out what was going onbanable to participate more actively
in the city life. Eventually, such a network cowdtso facilitate the implementation of

It did not conflict with other community activitiethat young people are engaged

with.

It rather added values to those activitigs rhotivating young people to

publicize them to other youth and the broader comityu

It was “contagious” in the sense that organizatidnpromotion of events might

inspire people to create, support, promote andha@timore events and therefore

contribute to a self-reinforcing cycle of youth fiepation.

youth surveys and serve as a way to voice the yapitiions about their city.

As discussed in the background chapter, telephomgist provide a good entry point for

the implementation of such a network.

implementing the What's Up system and planning \tYieat's Up approach to youth

It was vilitbse ideas in mind that | started

participation and local civic engagement (Table 6).

Young Activists Network

What's Up

Engage youth with the city

Make the city more ajigg to youth

Provide a place and program for youth to
engage in community action with adults

Provide a mechanism for youth to engage
with community action with one another
and with adults

Help youth address personally meaningfu
community challenges

| Help young people organize personally
meaningful community events

Confrontational

Collaborative, fun

Centered on youth organization

Centered on youndhtlaeir community

Existing tools

Existing tools plus the What's Ugstem

Table 6 - Main differences between the

YAN and Whé& Up approaches to youth

participation
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The following sections provide a detailed of the at Up system and of its usage as

part of the What's Up Lawrence initiative.

5.2 The design and operation of the What's Up syste m

In a simplified way, the What's Up system can bearstood as a city-wide, telephone-
and web-based news system specifically createelmyoung people communicate with
one another and supportive adults, promote commenignts and find out what is going

on in the places where they live.

In its basic form, the system is accessible viallafiee telephone number and provides
an individual voicemail box for each of its usesssend and receive audio messages. In
addition to that, the What's Up system offers matdganced features such as the ability
for users to create and join voicemail groups, mammmunity-wide announcements,
add events to a shared calendar, and browse aadimgnity news according to topics

of interest.

By going to the What's Up website users can craaig modify personal web pages,
change profile configurations, add text and imagesexisting audio entries, check
voicemail messages and other content publishecherplbone, and even upload audio

files to be accessed by telephone users.

One can imagine, for instance, a 10 year old giih@ the system to send a voice
message inviting her best friends to celebratébhigrday, a young man using What's Up
to check local sport events happening in the comvegkend, or the coordinator of a
neighborhood youth organization calling the systenmform all its members of a new

class being offered.

Young people may also combine the different featwfeWhat's Up in the organization

of local events such as music festival, a parade street demonstration. Among other
things, they could create a What's Up group for élent organizers, post meetings as
calendar events that only that group could havessto, and use the group voicemail
capabilities of the system to make sure everyongito-date with potential changes in
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the schedule. In a similar way, the organizerdctaiso create groups for sponsors and
participants of the event. Once the final daterepghes, members of the organizing
team could start posting periodic announcementgherbroad community to see and
even setup a special phone extension for peo@skauestions and find out more about
the planned activities. Depending on the intengsing people could use What's Up to
record interviews during the event and then lat thhe tools from a local community
technology center to edit and use those recordbogproduce a documentary or
presentation. Finally, they could use the Whatfswkbsite to upload audio files with
special moments and comments about the event & fittends to download to their

computers or listen directly from their phones.

Although cell phones are not required, their usg exdend the outreach of the system to
wherever the user happens to be.

Design considerations

In this section | describe some of the ideas thadleyl the design of the What's Up
system and, to a large extent, the developmenh@fWhat's Up Lawrence initiative

itself:

* The What's Up system should support local civic eragement This is the main
motivator for What's Up. Rather than creating gabther system to keep youth in
front of the computer, | wanted What's Up to seagea catalyst for young people to
become more aware of opportunities available tonthgo out to the streets, meet
different people, and engage with things that medtéo them.

In particular, as discussed in the Building Blo@@05 section, What's Up should
support young people in the organization and pramobf personal meaningful
community events. In order to do so, the systeoulsl provide telephone- and web-
based tools to, among other things, facilitate comication to and among young
people, help community residents find out aboutsgeally relevant youth-related
events and opportunities, and help individualsatmrate with others who share the

same interests.
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The What's Up system should be inclusiveIn order to truly open opportunities for
youth to participate and be able to reach out e diversity of people required to
support them in their projects, it is importanttttiee system could become accessible
and usable to the greatest number of youth, adaliscommunity organizations that
exist in a determined region without discriminatiagainst them by age, gender,
location, socioeconomic or cultural backgroundgérency of technology access, or
level of technical expertise. This is one of thaimreasons why What's Up was

implemented as a telephone-based system.

The What's Up system should be youth-led Rather than implementing a
technology for adults to disseminate information yimung people, we expected
What's Up to be open, flexible, easy and attracémeugh to promote direct youth
expression. In order to regulate and promote systsage, we foresaw the system
being managed by a local group — the What's Up @etegam — composed by youth
and representatives from youth-related organization

The main goal of What's Up Central would be to w@a& ‘network weavers’
(Pentland and Barahona 2003; Traynor and Andors)20@lping transform the
potential of the system into reality. Among otkl@ngs, the team should make sure
that What's Up fits the local reality and is repmetative of young people’s interests.
Moreover, it should seed the system with meaningéuitent, facilitate connections
among different groups, provide support to new sisand organize campaigns to

promote local youth opportunities as well as theatdhUp system itself.

The What's Up system should be “organic’ The notion of organic technology
used here is based on a similar concept from canpstience (Lippman and
Pentland 2004) and refers to technologies thatonbt add value, but also fit well
into the existing socio-cultural dynamics of th@ple who use them. By making the
What's Up features available by telephone, it ipeted that people will be able to
use the system whenever they want and whereveratteeyithout necessarily having

to master any new technical skill or invest in ac@fic device.
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The What's Up system should be “viral” For the past couple of years, the concept
of ‘viral networks’ has gained increased attentionthe areas of marketing and
technology (Wilson 2000; Lippman and Reed 2003).

One interesting attribute of viral networks is tlegtch new participant adds more
capacity to the network. By relying on mechanisimat delegate autonomy and
power to its members, viral networks do not suffem the issues of more
centralized structures where the larger the nundfeparticipants, the more the

management tends to become overwhelmed, ineffieiethithard to adapt.

Moreover, since viral networks’ members tend todfierirom the increased number
of participants, there is an intrinsic motivatiaor fexisting members to attract new
ones. As a result, the process of expansion kespforcing itself until it saturates

the environment.

Along those lines, the What's Up system should bke & reach out to as many
people as possible in a given community withoutrimaeling a central organization.
In order to do that, What's Up users should hawersamy and ownership to adapt
the system, recognize the contributions from tlieioparticipants, and feel motivated
to attract new members to the system. As will iseubsed, the viral capabilities of
the What's Up system ended up being constraineddifficulties in the user

registration process and conflicts with the deggideline below which focuses on

safety issues.

The What's Up system should be safeAt the same time that it is important for the
users to feel ownership over the system and be tabssapt it according to their
needs, it is also essential that the system prowid®afe, trustful and respectful
environment for young people to express themsednestry their community-related
ideas. For that to happen, a focus group has tegamized to identify concerns and
suggestions from youth, parents and representatfesommunity organizations.
Based on those meetings, several design decisaneslieen made such as: providing
different functionality and access rights to regietl and non-registered users;
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requiring registration to be performed in-personhwsigned parental authorization;

and making available author information for anyrepublished in the system.

Unfortunately, although requiring users to do regigon in-person and getting
parental consent added trust to the system, it atkted an extra burden to the

registration process and prevented many people jmorimg the What's Up network.

« The What's Up system should be fun, appealing andngaging Above all, if the
system is to be used, it has to be attractive ttmggeople. In my opinion, young
people would get excited about the voicemail cdpisi of What's Up, the
possibilities of recording their voice, interactimgth young people and adults from
other parts of the city, and promoting their owmaoaunity initiatives. However, as
will be discussed, the experience of the systemotsinated that several other things

would have to be in place for What's Up to be emggdp youth.

» The What's Up system should be easy to adapt and mé&ain. Although the
maintainability of What's Up was not something thetuld receive much priority
during the present research, the modularity of tyihg architecture of the system
ended up facilitating the constant refining of Whaip based on the suggestions and

feedback received from system usage.

As will be discussed, although the What's Up systesal been designed with these
guidelines above in mind, the actual usage and ¢inplathe system depended in great
part on the way new ideas and features were incaigd throughout the process and on
the kind of support that was provided for userkrtow more about the system and make

good use of it.
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Structural description of the system

In terms of functionality, the What's Up system dandivided into a phone component

and a web component (Figure 24).

_________________________________________________________

@
< A
Festival Drupal \@A@
f—r—H E‘/
v What's Up
< - modules
What's Up scripts | ¢

A A

_____________________

Asterisk

A

Figure 24 - Architecture of the What's Up system

The phone component handles telephone calls. tesponsible for generating and
managing the audio menus presented to the usatliguphone input, generating audio
messages in the selected voice and language, anibling the interactions with the

web component.

The web component, as the name implies, handlesestx] from web browsers.
Moreover, it is responsible for managing most @& ithformation pertaining to users and
the data they store in the system such as voicenesbages, community announcements,

events, personal pages, information about groups, e
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When What's Up was originally conceived, most & tiser interaction was expected to
happen through the phone component of the sysiEme. web component was meant to
play a secondary role, making it easier for userghange configurations, download
audio files into local computers, and perform otharctions that would be too difficult
to implement on the phone component of the systé&s will be discussed later in this
chapter, based on youth feedback, the web comparetdd up evolving to assume a

much more central position in the What’s Up system.
In terms of implementation, the What's Up phone ponent is made of:

« The Asterisk PBX®, which is a free open source system that hanelephone calls
and provides programmers with the basic tools taaga connections, receive input

from the telephone keypad, play and record autks,fand more;

* The Festival Speech Synthesis System, which iseadpen source tool that converts

text into speectt;

* and a series of scripts that | wrote to customiee dbove mentioned tools to the
specific needs of What's Up and connect them with web component of the

system.

The web component of What's Up is composed by g8irbased websitéand a series

of Drupal modules developed specifically for Whais.

Drupal is a free, open source software platformt tfzilitates the creation and
management of web portals for community organizstio It comes with a series of
modules that allow users to create, access andgednlags, discussion forums, polls,
calendars, audio entries, user groups and many fathetional components that could be

useful for this project.

%0 http://www.asterisk.org/
3L http://www.cstr.ed.ac.uk/projects/festival/

32 http://www.drupal.org/
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In the case of What's Up, | implemented a seriesofiules that extend existing Drupal

functionality and provide a way for Drupal websitesbe accessed by phone. Among
other things, | created modules that allow call@rgoublish and query Drupal audio

entries, create and manage groups, access andvedts ¢o a shared calendar. | also
developed modules that provide Drupal users witiqreal homepages, phone extension
numbers, voicemail boxes and more (Table 7).

Drupal module Functionality provided
audio_xmlrpc.module Exchange of audio files to &nd the website
voip.module Phone login, phone extensions, catbhny

voip_voicemail.module | Voicemail

voip_group.module User groups, group extensiorsjgvoicemail
voip_event.module Calendar events

about_me.module Personal web pages

simple_login.module Online user creation and tegfi®n

Table 7 - Core Drupal modules developed for the Wha Up system

In the end, the combination of scripts and moddseloped for What's Up resulted in a
flexible platform that can be easily extended teomemodate new functionality and

makes it easier for software developers to create systems that integrate telephone
with the Web.

Operational description of the system

This section provides a brief description of theergpions associated with the common
functions provided by the phone component of theWghJp system. Since most of the
operations of the website component of the systeensamilar to the ones of other

websites, their description will only be providedparts of the thesis that require such

explanation.

In a typical call to What's Up, Asterisk answers fthone and executes a script that plays
a welcome message, presents the main menu of ghensyand waits for the caller to
press any of the available options on the phonpadeyTable 8).
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Phone Functional description
key
1 Go to extensions directory and to individuagugr and event extensions
2 Go to community announcements and audioblogesntr
3 Go to calendar of community events
4 Go to information about the What's Up system
* Go to your personal area
# Log in and log out

Table 8 - Main menu of the What's Up phone componén

Contributing content. If the caller presses the option to go to heispeal area, the

script asks for her phone extension number andwmmdsand, based on the input
received, retrieves information associated with tdadler from the website component of
the system. From that moment on, the caller issicemed logged in and has all the

access privileges that have been previously defioeder by the system administrator.

Once the log in is performed, the script informe tlaller of the number of new messages
awaiting in her voicemail box and presents a pasarea menu where she may choose,
among other things, to check her messages, modifgopal settings, or create and
manage content such as audioblog entries, grouys,cammunity events. The last

option of the menu allows the caller to go back®main menu (Table 9).

Phone Functional description
key
1 Check personal voicemail messages
2 Record community announcements and audioblagesnt
3 Listen to personal announcements and audiobltges
4 Create and manage community events
5 Create and manage groups
6 Change personal settings
# Go back to main menu

Table 9 - The personal area menu of the What's Uphone component
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If the caller selects the option to create a nemroonity announcement, the script asks
her to record the announcement and, once thatne,differs an audio menu that allows
the caller to either publish the new entry or defiadvanced options such as the
categories to be associated with the announcemeviiether or not the announcement is

to be appear on the front page of the website.

The process of creating a calendar event is vemyjlai to the above. The main
difference is that, instead of recording the anmeament, the caller is invited to use the
telephone keypad to type in the date and time efavent and, after that is done, to

record a title and brief description about the madry.

In the case of group creation, in addition to reowy a title and a description, the caller
has to tell whether she wants the group to be émegeveryone or to have the acceptance
of new members be moderated. Once all the infoomag provided, the system creates
the new group and generates a new extension nuhdteran be used for future access to
that group. This way, the caller can have exterssfor, for instance, her friends, for her

family, for her sports team, for her youth groupd athers.

It is worth mentioning that whenever something nigated from the phone, the system
automatically associates a generic text with the eetry’s title and description. Once a
new entry is created, the caller can then go toudlesite and change the generic title and
description to something more appropriate. Fatamse, “group 235” could be renamed
to “Joanne’s softball team”, or “new event creat®d maryb” could be renamed to

“Mary’s birthday party.”

It is also important to realize that behind eachrghoperation there is usually a series of
interactions between the different components ef What's Up system. For instance,
whenever a calendar event is created, the phon@auwnt script has to check with a
special What's Up module if the user is allowegtiblish calendar events, interact with
another What’'s Up module to upload the audio aihel description of the event to the
website, and finally communicate with a third Wkdtlp module to create the event with
the given audio entries and date. In order to nsake the caller does not have to wait

for all of that to happen before moving onto sornmghelse, the script delegates file
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uploads and other time-consuming operations toigpscripts that are processed in the

background without competing for the caller’s atitem

Accessing information The main menu of the What's Up phone componésa a
provides callers with options to browse communitp@ncements and check the shared

calendar of events.

If the caller chooses to browse community annoureces) she is then presented with the
options to listen to the announcements posted erirtmt page of the website, listen to
the latest announcements posted anywhere in thensysr listen to announcements by

category.

Once the selection is made, the script retrievesaghpropriate announcements from the
website and plays them one after the other goiam fthe latest announcements to the
older ones. At the end of each entry, the caligoresented with the option to move to
the next announcement, move back to the main memaheck advanced information

about the current announcement including authde plablished, duration, and more.

If the caller is logged in, the system also offérsr the option to play only the
announcements that are new to her, to listen tprilrate announcements associated with

the groups she is a member of, and also to déietarinouncements that she has created.

If, back in the main menu, the caller decides tec&hthe calendar of events, she is
presented with a set of operations very similartite ones offered for community
announcements. The main difference is that sheb@iprovided with options to browse
upcoming events, browse events that start on dfgpéate, or browse events that belong

to a specific category.

It is worth noticing that, to find out informatioabout events and announcements
associated with specific groups or individuals, tadler would have to go back to the

respective group or individual extension and sdleetappropriate menu option.
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Going to specific extensions By selecting the first choice in the main Whadis menu,
callers are presented with the options to eithpe typn the number of an extension in the

system or go to the extension directory.

If the caller chooses the extension directory, isheresented with the options to browse
the extensions that belong to specific categot@edfirowse the extensions whose name
start with a given letter, or to browse all theeggions available. In any case, the system
retrieves the extensions that fit the specifieteaa and plays the audio recording with
their names one after the other. If desired, 8@ gan select the extension being played

and go straight to it.

It is worth mentioning that directory names asseciavith extensions are defined on the
What's Up website. There the user can also spegligther or not she wants the

particular extensions to be displayed in the exterssdirectory.

The current version of What's Up supports individugoup and event extensions. By
going to an individual extension, callers can pilag audio description recorded by the
user associated with the extension, leave her aeemwmil message, and browse the

community announcements and event calendars retordthat user.

By going to a group extension, callers can perfaramy functions that are similar to the
ones available in individual extensions: play thdia description recorded for the group,
browse group announcements and check calendarseassaciated with that group. One
of the differences is that voicemail messages oerbin a group extension go to all the

members of the group that have administrative lggeés for that group.

Another difference is that, if subscribed to a grologged in callers may also have
access that group’s member’s area menu (Table B@m that menu, callers can record
announcements and calendar events that are ongssibte by other members of the
group. The member’s area audio menu also providisrs with the option to broadcast
voicemail messages to all members of the groups@liunctions are particularly useful
in case one needs to organize group meetings orreemnders that are not necessarily
relevant to other members of What's Up who arepaot of their groups.
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Phone
key

Functional description

Check group voicemail messages (*)

Leave a voicemail message to other memberseajritup

Record group announcement or audioblog entry

Create and manage community events (*)

Change group configuration settings (*)

Membership management (*)

N ool WN

Delete group (*)

#

Go back to group extension menu

(*) Option only available if user is a groagministrator

Table 10 - Group member's area menu of the What's pJphone component

If the caller is the creator of the group, she &las the option to check group messages,

add or remove members from the group, and changepgconfigurations. Group

creators may also assign administrative privilegesther members of the group so that

they too can behave as creators in relationshiphter group members.

5.3 First attempt: the Building Blocks 2006 summer program

In the fall of 2005 | came up with the design glites discussed above, started

implementing the What’s Up system, and began tm#bze a thesis research proposal

that aimed at exploring the following hypotheses:

* Helping young people organize personally meaningfainmunity events may

overcome some of the barriers present in other rraditional approaches to youth

civic engagement;

* A telephone-based technology like What's Up camdmyreat value to the above

mentioned initiative.

The idea was to test the system and verify the hgpotheses as part of the Building

Blocks 2006 summer program that Movement City weesady starting to plan.
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The plan. Whereas for Building Blocks 2005 | was directlyatved with the organizing
and running of the summer program activities, tla fjor 2006 was that | would assume
more of a technical consulting role in relationstaghe initiative and, with that, be able
to assess the system in a scenario that was dostre reality of other community

organizations that might eventually decide to udeaVg¢ Up.

According to the proposal, Movement City was goittg be responsible for the
interactions with the youth, including introducingomoting and integrating What's Up
as part of the summer program activities, whileduld be available on demand to fix

bugs and modify the system to better fit thosevdids.

As part of my job, | was also going to analyze sgsusage and try to identify the ways
in which What's Up contributed to individual, orgaational and community
empowerment. In order to achieve that goal, a ecehemsive research plan was
elaborated including pre- and post-tests with inésws, in-site observations,

guestionnaires, and automatic statistics colledtiom the system.

A central element of the research plan was a cdmepssve 11-page, multiple-choice
survey that would have to be answered by youtiheatoeginning and at the end of the
study. In addition to the pre- and post-test sygy@n anonymous version of the same
survey would have to be done before we officiathrted the summer program to serve
as a baseline for the rest of the study. Althouwghknew that it would be hard to
measure any impact with only 6 weeks of summer narog we were hopeful that the
survey and the other research instruments woulkbastt provide us with interesting
insights and serve as a good foundation for oth&lies that we might implement in the

future.

In January 2006 | started to have meetings withesgntatives from Movement City and
Lawrence CommunityWorks to get their feedback onlyeanplementations of the
What's Up system, review the research plan, aniddeghat else needed to be done in
preparation for the summer. Overall, the group wesy supportive of What's Up.
According to them, most of the members of the LaaweeCommunityWorks network did
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not have email, and telephone would be a good wdgdter more collaboration among

different community groups.

Based on suggestions from one of those meetingsleseled to organize a focus group
with youth, parents and youth organization repregemes to introduce the major ideas
behind What's Up and discuss potential issues iwhpy, trust and relevancy associated

with the system.

At the focus group meeting we discussed the masasdoehind What's Up and only
showed the system at the end. The 15 participaihthe focus group seemed very
enthusiastic about the potential of What's Up. yrhAlso made several suggestions about

how to make the system more safe and trustworthy:

The system should not make personal informatiom sischome address and phone

number publicly available;
» Users should be able to control who can have atoeskat they post;

e The primary users of the system should be youtmfdd to 18 years old. The
participation of adults should be limited to youdlganization representatives and
other individuals approved by a directing boare ltke What's Up Central described
in the “design considerations” section above;

* In order to make sure participants do not lie almrsonal information, registration
would have to be done face-to-face. People woalkHho go in person to specific

youth organizations and bring an id and parentasent in order to be registered,;

» Although everyone should have access to publicrinéion posted in the system,
only registered users should be allowed to actuabpord announcements and add

community events to What's Up;

* While teenagers should be allowed to receive vo&kefrom anyone, the voicemail
boxes of the pre-teens should only be made acdedsilpeople already registered
with What's Up;
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* The contents of the system should be periodicatipitored and controlled.

The focus group helped us realize that the suatfethe initiative would depend both on
the capability of What's Up to support the desifedctionality, as well as on having a
strong and committed local leadership team to ptentbe system and make sure it

would be used in an appropriate way.

On May 10", | attended another planning meeting. At that tinge | learned that
Building Blocks 2006 summer program would run betweuly 18' and August 2.
During those 6 weeks, twelve young people woulcebgaged in community-oriented
activities similar to Building Blocks 2005.

This time, however, the whole group would work tbge as a single team and would
focus primarily on the organization of a youth fordor the end of the summer. The
youth forum would concentrate on some of the issdestified during Building Blocks
2005 and would provide a good opportunity for yopegple to interact directly with the
mayor and other community representatives. Finafg Building Blocks participants
would also engage in the development of a communiiyal and other service-oriented

projects with a local youth organization that MowsCity was partnering with.

Although the plan was different from what | origlly imagined and would not allow the
interaction | expected with the most underservedtlyof the city, it would still provide
opportunity to test What's Up as part of commuimitgjects and, in particular, to use the

system as tool to promote and facilitate the orzgion of the Mayoral Youth Forum.

When | met with the organizing team again three ksdater, the plans for Building

Blocks 2006 had already changed considerably. dvtent City decided to partner with
yet another organization and, as part of the dealild send the young people we would
be working with to a summer camp outside the citgirdy weeks 4 and 5 of the Building

Blocks program.

The summer camp would help the Building Blocks ipgréants to develop as a team and

it would also provide them with a rare opporturtilygo outside the city without their
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families. However, it would also reduce the timauyg people would be working with

What's Up from six weeks to four weeks with two weén the middle.

With that change, | started to get concerned abwaitack of feedback that | would be
able to get for my thesis. | also started to dedic that the multiplicity of goals and
partnerships involved with Building Blocks would kegit hard to integrate What's Up in

a meaningful way with the other activities.

In spite of those concerns, | did not think ther@aswnuch | could do. By positioning
myself as a technical consultant to Building Blgcke/as there mainly to offer support
and observe; not to do major interventions. Stilhade it clear that the future of the
What's Up Lawrence initiative would depend on ggjtigood feedback from young
people using the system and that the summer cangidvemnstrain the exposure that
youth would have with What's Up. However, | wast mo position to actually tell

Movement City to cancel the summer program sowmeatould spend more time testing

the system.

According to the new plan, Building Blocks partiaigs would spend about 4 hours per
week organizing and promoting the youth forum, &ndours per week working on the
other community projects. The activities wouldleg primarily by one Movement City
staff and one volunteer. Other Movement City stedfild be available on demand and |
would be helping with anything people needed camogr What's Up. In particular,
every Thursday morning | was expected to help degaspecial 2-hour What's Up
sessions for the Building Blocks youth to get idtroed to the system, learn about the

registration process, and give me suggestions dmuto improve What's Up.

The reality. When Building Blocks 2006 officially started July, things seemed to be
in a good shape. On the research side, a Move@ignstaff person had worked with a
group of Movement City members and managed to 4etahonymous surveys filled out
to be used as the baseline for the remaining o$tilngty (Table 11).

158



Table 11 — Major results from the Building Blocks 206 anonymous survey

In June 2006, representatives from Movement Cityested a total of 141 people. Of those, 53%
were male, 19% were between 9 and 12 years old,vé&% between 13 and 17 years old, and the
remaining 18% were all older than 18.

96% of the surveys were answered in local youtlamimations and high schools.

68.4% of the respondents indicated English as fhisilanguage and 31% indicated Spanish. 91
of the respondents are bilingual.

68% of the respondents were born in the UnitedeSt&7% in the Dominican Republic.
75% of the surveyed were proud to tell others they were from Lawrence.

67% of the surveyed did not think that in Lawregoeng people’s ideas were welcome and
considered by the city government.

83% of the surveyed thought that Lawrence offeisdgservices for children and youth
78% did not think Lawrence is a safe and peacétfylfar children and youth.
Only 34% affirmed that when they become adults thignd to stay in Lawrence

89% informed that they would like to make Lawreadeetter place for children and youth

62% believed that, by working together with adultey can influence decisions that affect the city.

57% informed that they had never visited City Hdila government office to understand how it
works. 37% replied that they had only done song liime ago.

Over 75% replied that they have only been outdidecity or gone to a park, cultural event or a
movie a long time ago.

91% replied they are not part of local politicabgps, 68% that they are not part of any local
community improvement group, 66% that they arepaot of any school clubs/student governmen
In contrast, only 42% were not part of sports teant over 54% were members of music, art, drg
or dance groups.

45% informed that they never find out about comrtyupianning or city improvement meetings, and

41% replied that they never find out about serveesilable to youth
Over 70% find out about festivals and local evdaytsvord-of-mouth.

73% informed that they can usually be reached Imehtelephone, 63% by email, 62% by cell
phone, and 47% by instant messenger.

41% have a personal website.
82% have access to computers at home, 70% at samb#8% in the library.

87% would like to be part of a youth initiativedbange Lawrence into a better place for childresh
youth.

82% would like to receive information about yougtated activities and events that are happenin
Lawrence.

82% would like to inform others about youth-relagativities and events that are happening in
Lawrence.

67% would like to receive information about spos5% about arts and entertainment, 37% abou
employment opportunities, 35% about youth groupd, 24% about education. Only 13%

[S.
ma

Jin

demonstrated interest in government information.
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| had also completed interviews with the Movemeity Girector and the staff members
who would be part of Building Blocks. Overall, thespondents believed that helping
youth organize community events would “empower ypuyoeople to seek their own
opportunities,” “feel accomplished” and “be heardrhey also expected the What's Up
system to help “kill the boredom of the city,” reduthe “negative aspects associated

with the streets” and “help connect those who dichawe access to computers”.

On the technical side, the current version of tHea¥ Up system allowed callers to send
and receive voicemail messages, create and marag@sg and publish and access
community events. At that time, the web compordrihe system was very rudimentary
and was mainly seen as a way for people to cordigheir account settings and
eventually have access to their audio recordingsiéevnload. Most of the interaction

was expected to happen on the phone.

In order to facilitate the user registration pragesprepared 100 packets containing a
brief introduction to the What's Up Lawrence iniiie@, a registration form, a parental

consent form, a personal agreement form, and #n¢gst questionnaire of the survey.

In addition to that, | created accounts for eachldiwy Blocks participant and also
created 100 temporary What's Up accounts with gheelé usernames and passwords to
be given to newly registered users. As previougyeed with Movement City, each
Building Blocks participant would be responsible fegistering 7 people into the system.
Once a young person filled all the forms and theeppi@l consent, she would receive a
registration certificate with her account inforneaitiand, with that, would be able to start

using the system right away.

As seen from my research perspective, the firskveé¢he program would be devoted to
getting Building Blocks participants introducedwthat’s Up; the second and third weeks
would focus on registering new people; and the etk would concentrate on using

What's Up to promote the Mayoral Youth Forum to slidscribers of the system.

On Thursday, July 132006 | had my first session with the Building Btecyouth. At
the session, we talked about What's Up, played Wiéhdifferent features of the system
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and started discussing how to integrate it as @RBuilding Blocks. Although it was
hard to demonstrate What's Up without a good spepkene that everyone could listen
to, the youth had a lot of fun recording their nana@d sending voicemail messages to

each other.

On Tuesday, July 81 was notified that, due to some incompatibility goals or
approach, the Building Blocks youth would stop wiogkwith Movement City's partner
organization in the community service projectsstéad, they would use the extra time to
organize and promote the Mayoral Youth Forum. dditon to that, the weekly What's

Up sessions would also expand from two to four sdamg.

Counting with the extra time, the second What's ¢¢3sion at Building Blocks was
organized in two parts. On the first part, theugroole-played how to do the surveys and
perform the What's Up registration. It was veryenesting to see how they described
What's Up as “a system like MySpace, but on thenghibreferring to What's Up’s
potential to help youth meet new people or find aluut new things, but also more “safe

and local.”

The group also brainstormed about what could beedonimprove the What's Up

system. Among other things, they said that:

* What's Up should have a more human-like voice. dtmmputer-generated voice that
the system used to present audio menus was toasornze and robot-like. Ideally,
the system should have a female voice and speakawiirban accent” like the youth

themselves;

* What's Up should have a “very cool” website. Thoeith would like a website where
they could create personal profiles, check outahéio recordings from each other
and get a sense of what was happening in the dipreover, they would like a

website that looked nice; a website they would toeig to show to their friends;

* The waiting music and the “beep” sound that thaesysplayed in between options

should be replaced by something better that thejddaelp choose;
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* The interaction with What's Up should be faster amoke direct. According to the
young people, the system sometimes required toq rkaystrokes to get where they
wanted to go. Among other things, there shouldnbee shortcuts from the personal
area to other parts of the system, and perhaps '$Vbat could identify who was
calling and go straight to the person’s extensloppsng the login procedure;

* What's Up should have a support extension for calle ask for help and find

answers to common questions.

In my opinion, the discussion went really welltold the group that their feedback was
extremely important to the success of What's Up tuad | would start working on their

suggestions on that very same day.

On the second part of the session, the group veeatlbcal youth organization to try to

recruit people to join the system. Unfortunatétiyyas too hard to get people to register
without previous notice and without enough timefilioall the forms, or telephones to

demonstrate how things worked. Above all, howete, visit made us realize that
collecting the signature of the parental consentld/@equire prospective members to
take the consents home and return them at some adlye Unless young people were
extremely enthusiastic about What's Up, getting plaeental consent back would be

unlikely to happen.

While discussing the registration challenges witbvieiment City staff after the session
was over, somebody asked why not abolish the paElrenhsent and the pre-test survey
from the registration process. The group talkesoualhat idea and got to the conclusion
that, although the survey was long, it only too&oaple of minutes to be answered and

would provide good information for later use.

The main problem was getting parental consentsedigand returned. According to
Movement City’s executive director, “the parentahsent challenge is representative of
a broader disconnect parent-child. But it's impurtdo get it... for the ethical

considerations of the network we are trying to diuil He also said that, to get the
consents, we would have to foster demand for WHagsi.e. to transform the system
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into “something that is meaningful, useful and ative to the kids”. Moreover,
Building Blocks members would have to knock at pe@phouses, talk to friends and

activate their personal connections to get newsusethe system.

At the third What's Up session, most of the BuilgliBlocks participants managed to
bring the registration forms for their friends amelatives. Although few of the
participants did not have problems recruiting peofr What's Up, for most the

registration process required too much work.

In order to take care of the paperwork, it was diedithat | would stay with three
Building Blocks youth verifying the forms and addisubscriber’s information onto the
system. The rest of the team would go out to ptentiee Youth Forum and try to get
more registrations for What's Up. Things would foeich better if, like in the study
performed by Penuel, Gray et al. (2004), we hadnfmls and better tools to make it
easier for youth to input the surveys and registnainformation directly into the

computer.

In addition to handling the bureaucratic stuff, mmpup also started recording a new
voice for What's Up. Based on young people’s inputsed the week since the previous
What's Up session to implement the first versionhaf “Voice Manager System,” a sub-
component of the What's Up phone system that alibypeople to create new system
voices and replace the existing computer-generatello prompts and menus with the
ones that they recorded.

Since the Building Blocks members were going tabay on the summer camp for the
following two weeks of the program, my plan wasue that time to implement the
suggested changes in the system and improve ffaittshat were not working so well.

Among other things, | started working with a graptesigner in a new implementation
of the What's Up website. | also began to implemammechanism that sent email
notifications for each voicemail a person receivédhis way, users would be constantly

reminded to go to What's Up to check their messages
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To my surprise, the Monday after the camp startegtéived an email from one of the
youth from my group asking if | could go to Lawrenso that they could keep working

on the voice recording and on the paperwork astatiaith What's Up.

On Tuesday, | organized a meeting with Movemeny @tfigure out what happened.
Apparently, the summer camp was very different frima expected and, since young
people were not having a good experience there,elbent City decided to bring them
back to Lawrence much earlier than planned. Ih the young people had already been
back for several days before | was notified.

At the meeting, | also learned that the Mayoral thoborum had been postponed to a
still-to-be-defined date in the fall. As it seerttee Mayor would not be able to attend the
event at the original date and, rather than meetitiy a representative, the young people
preferred to move the event to a time when he wbaldresent.

Reflecting about all the things that had happehed far, | realized that none of the main
community events and activities that we had oridynglanned for the Building Blocks
summer program would be implemented. This wayyatild be really hard to see if
What's Up would be helpful in the organization @numunity-wide initiatives, which

was the original goal of my thesis.

It was interesting for me to realize that, while the Young Activists Network the
approach had to be modified in order to fit youregmle'’s interests and schedule, most of
the issues faced by What's Up Lawrence thus farewet directly related to young
people. The majority of the challenges had to dih whe way the youth organization

interacted with its partners or how the governmesdted young people.

Fortunately, Movement City’'s executive director cluded the meeting by saying that
the Movement City itself would like to officiallydmpt What's Up as part of the
organization. In his view, each department of Moeat City should have its own
extension number and every member of the orgaonizathould be registered in the

system. This way, he believed it would be muchiegafor members and staff to
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communicate with one another and find out what g@sg on even if changes happened

in the last minute.

Since Movement City’s registration day was goingowerlap with the last day of
Building Blocks, it was decided that the remaininge of Building Blocks should be
devoted to promoting Movement City and getting gileng ready for the registration.

Based on those decisions, | kept working with myugrin the recording of the What's
Up audio prompts, typing information from the regied users, preparing new
registration packets, and practicing the regisiraprocess. Unfortunately, What's Up
had about 800 prompts to be recorded and the yperspn doing the recording got tired
after a couple of days. As a result, the finalceaiised in the system turned out being a
combination of two youth voices, plus the compwenerated one for the non-recorded
prompts.

In addition to the above, the group added the tegisn day and a few other Movement
City events to the What’s Up calendar. FinallyiMavement City staff broadcasted a
voicemail message reminding all the current 106usé the system to come to the
registration. Since the What's Up system providesrs with the option to receive email
notifications for each voicemail message receiveany of the current users who did not
have the habit of visiting What's Up ended up recgy the email reminder. The
combination voicemail-email proved to be very efifex in delivering the message to
users with different degrees of connectivity andhtmlogical background. Prior to
What's Up, the only way Movement City promoted thevents was through printed
flyers or word of mouth. What’s Up complementedsta methods in a very efficient

way.

Sadly, the evening before registration day | wégrmed that it would not be possible to
include the What's Up registration as part of tkierg. As it turned out, Movement City
would start registering their members using a nempmuter system that had recently
been adopted by Lawrence CommunityWorks and weawgdathat having two parallel

registration procedures happening at the samewiowtd be too confusing and would be

detrimental to the overall experience of the newspective members. According to
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Movement City’'s management, it would be better tonpte What's Up during the
semester and count with the support from the difftMovement City departments to do

so as part of their work.

Challenges and lessons learned

When | first envisioned the Building Blocks 2006sig experiment, | expected to be
able to work with youth in the most underservedpaf Lawrence and see whether or
not the What's Up system would be something thayiccase to communicate with one
another and become more aware of what was happanthe city, including the Youth

Forum and the other activities organized as paBuwlding Blocks.

In the end, due to the series of organizationalesslescribed in the previous section, it
was not possible to work with the intended audiemrc® organize the events originally
planned. Nevertheless, although the end resufteturout much different from the
expected, the Building Blocks 2006 design experinteghlighted important cultural,
technical, organizational and methodological lessthiat have to be considered in future
implementations of the What's Up approach to yartipowerment.

Cultural lessons. On the cultural side, the Building Blocks 2006side experiment
made it clear that the concept of a telephone-bassumunity system is very abstract for
youth and it is not something that young peopleessarily have a model of in their
mind. That makes it very difficult for them to uaize What's Up or imagine what can
be done with it before actually trying the systensome of the youth had already
experienced business phone systems before, but3\Watwas different. The value of
the system would have to be developed with examlescial promotions, adequate
support, and connections with things that youngppewere already familiar with.

That is one of the reasons why | believe young |geajere so eager to have a website
associated with the system. The website would @at's Up a face and turned it into
something more tangible and concrete for all. éadeduring Building Blocks 2006 the
What's Up website evolved from a standard look (Fég25) to something closer to what

young people imagined their news system should likek(Figure 26).
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Figure 25 - The What's Up Lawrence website before iBlding Blocks 2006
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Figure 26 - The What's Up Lawrence website after Bilding Blocks 2006
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In order to foster youth ownership, | constantlyieared the website designs with the
Building Blocks participants and tried to incorpteralements that related to them as
much as possible. For instance, the top banndéhefwebsite included pictures of
Lawrence and of events organized by young Lauresciaoreover, the very logo used
for the What's Up Lawrence initiative was derivedrh a picture taken from a young
person who was part of the program (Figure 27).e Wnole Building Blocks group

appreciated seeing their ideas being incorporatiedtihe system design.

dONJAMV]

Figure 27 - The What's Up Lawrence logo

The addition of the website also increased the murobentry points to the functionality
and information provided and made What's Up mokessible.

It is interesting to notice that, while a telephamdy system could be seen as something
that was only meant for people who did not have maters, the combination telephone-
website transformed What's Up into a shared spacevhich people with different
degrees of Internet access and technical expedise interact with one another. At the
same time that What's Up provided an opportunitytfe traditionally disconnected to
have a more active presence in the web-world, ystes1 also opened the potential for
web users to reach out to others outside theirenseé:
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Technical lessonsAlthough the integration of telephone and web fbum What's Up
was innovative and produced an interesting way mfging together people with
different levels of connectivity, from a technigarspective it was non-trivial and posed
a series of challenges. For instance, while omwisle component of the system the audio
entries recorded from phone had to be integratetl teixtual content already being
presented, on the phone component of the systemntbemation coming from the

website would have to be navigated as audio entries

As a basic solution to this problem, What's Up waplemented in such a way that most
of the system entries had both a textual and amaagresentation associated with them.
Although it is in some cases possible to use specimputer applications to convert
speech to text and vice-versa, existing tools titda from perfect and were avoided in
the What's Up version used in this thesis. In otdesimplify things, most audio entries
had to be recorded by phone and, once createdy$item associated them with a generic
text such as “new community event created by ugSr8fat could be later modified to

something more meaningful like “Anne’s birthdaytyaby going to the website.

Although it only took a couple of seconds to creadenmunity announcements, groups
and calendar events from the phone, many users ¥ediuld be much better if they could

do the audio recordings directly from the websitel,awith that, skip the extra steps
inherent to recording audio entries in one plaag edtiting the text associated with them
in another place. Moreover, by going to the websisers would be able to actually
visualize all the elements involved in the creatadrthe entries, something that would

contribute to make the whole process more contoeteem.

Unfortunately, recording audio directly from the lwdrowser would require the

development of a specific web-based audio recattulr went beyond the scope of the
current work. As | see from today, the implemeantabf such recorder would have had
a tremendous impact on the way the system wasarggthrought a great contribution to

making the web more inclusive.

Another challenge involved the creation of a phorterface that was at the same time

engaging and easy to navigate. As described gagiiee young people did not like the
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computer-generated voice of the audio menus, leengecreating a mechanism for youth
to add their own voice to the What's Up promptsalsio asked young people to provide
me with audio files to be used for the backgroungimand the “beep” that the system
produced while switching from one section to annthe

As will be further discussed, although recordingliauprompts or creating background
music files were within the participant’s capalp, those tasks all required an amount
of time and support that was hard to obtain duBoagding Blocks and even harder to

guarantee once the summer program was over.

As for the What's Up phone menu navigation, unlé&elioblog services that use the

telephone as a mere input device that records amdi@s to be uploaded to a website, or
more traditional business systems that people lysaetess to solve a question and hang
up, What's Up had to provide ways for the callebtowse news, listen to messages,

record events, and move back and forth betweeardiit parts of the system.

While good web pages include graphical clues amdestual information that help the
user situate herself and have a sense of the [ddssbat a glance, phone interactions
tend to be sequential and less tangible. People twalisten to one option after another
and not as much information can be presented ag.orfeor instance, although it is
relatively easy to display a monthly calendar a®larful table on a webpage, the same

calendar would have to be played one day afteotier on the phone.

In the end, the phone interface of the What's Ugpteay turned out being much less
organic and easy to use than it looked like. Reagkumed that the phone interaction
was something easy that they did not have to wabgut. However, using the 12
buttons of a telephone keypad to navigate communftyrmation required a level of
preparation that was not expected by What's Upecsll

Based on those constraints, rather than tryingpticate everything that was available on
the website, the success of the What's Up phonepooent depended on providing
users with a core subset of the functionality adé on the system without
overwhelming them with layers of menus and optiohsecondary importance. During
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the Building Blocks 2006 experiment we started & g glimpse of this trade-off

between functionality and navigation, but still meesting would need to be done.

Organizational lessons.On the organizational side, the Building Block9@Gummer
program gave me a better understanding about h@wdifierent design principles
defined for the What's Up system relate to one la@ot For instance, although, as seen
from now, a web version of What's Up would be momacrete and organic than the
telephone system that ended up being implementael,0b6 the main priorities of the
project was to create something inclusive enougt ¢éven young people who did not
have access to computers would be able to use similar way, although What's Up
was meant to be viral and let young people prortteesystem and do the registration by
themselves, the need for safety-related requiresr&mnth as signed parental consents led

to a more centralized and harder to disseminaistratjon process.

Building Blocks 2006 also helped me appreciatectielenges of trying to implement a
project from the outside rather than from side-ldgswith or within a community

organization.

By positioning myself as a consultant that focupdcdharily on the technical aspects of
the project, it became very difficult for me to emstand how certain decisions were
made and why things evolved in certain ways. Whilgrevious design experiments
such as the ones of YAN or Building Blocks 2005t tparticipated more actively in the
youth activities and had some control about homgsihappened, at Building Blocks

2006 | felt as if 1 did not have the right to agiie or intervene as much.

If I were a real consultant and had been hired loy&ment City to maintain and improve
the system based on that organization’s demandliéve | would not bother so much
about the way things were evolving. However, sihegpected What's Up to occupy a
central role in my thesis and was feeling pressatsolut time, the lack of control over

the process ended up generating a lot of stresfastdation on my side.

Yet, while on the one hand there were times wheisthed What's Up had received more
attention during Building Blocks, on the other hdn@alized how hard it would be for
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Movement City to commit more without the certaitityat the system would continue to
be supported after | graduated and that the orgaaizwould be able to benefit from the

investment made.

From this perspective, it would be better if theelepment of the What's Up Lawrence
initiative had been associated with a funding g@nsomething similar that Movement
City and MIT had collaboratively written togetherdathat put the two organizations in a

more balanced and clearly defined relationship.

Methodological lessons.On the methodological side, | was really surgtiabout how
much a direct survey can reveal about young pe®plapression about their city.
Although environmental indicators such as numbesa¥fools, or percentage of green
space can help one get a sense of how friendlyengegion may be for a young person,
| believe direct surveys like the ones carried ad pf What's Up Lawrence are more
personal and representative of what youth realhktabout where they live. It would be
great if there were some sort of child-oriented scsnthat surveyed young people
periodically to find out how they perceived theities and how that perception evolved

over time.

Despite the importance of youth-oriented survelys,Building Blocks 2006 experiment
also taught me to be careful about how to integfatmal research in a participatory

study using a technology still under development.

As | see it now, it did not make sense to try tdeod extensive impact data at such an
early stage in the What's Up system developmerthoigh we had some early feedback
on system usage, it would be better to have spen¢ time testing the usability of the

system with different youth groups before attengpaimrmore formal assessment.

Indeed, | still believe in the idea of collaborailiy developing the What's Up with young
people. However, now | think that the process toable more gradual. If | were to start
again, | would like to spend more time with smaltds groups, allowing more time to

refine the tool and find appropriate opportunit@sncorporate it into the youth program.
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Focus groups could help set the expectations amdoiine of the collaboration without

forcing unnecessary commitment.

Still, even if What's Up were fully developed, thesearch instruments would have to
better integrated with the other Building Blockgiates in order to not interfere with
the actual design experiment being carried. Asusised in the previous section, the pre-
test questionnaire was clearly perceived as araolestor user registration. Although we
tried to explain that the survey would be useful 4 and that answering the questions
was the “only payment” expected for the What's @p/es, in the rush of the activities

that message has never been conveyed all the vihg fwrospective users.

From my current perspective, in order to propedjlect the pre-test information, we
would need to prepare better support materials teaiding for the youth who were
recruiting new members for What's Up.

Above all, however, in the spirit of participatamgsearch, it would be important to make
the results of the youth surveys directly availatdehe youth in ways that they could
understand. That would help young people seedhumbvalue of the research and make
it relevant to them. A feature like that would idéely contribute to make What's Up
more representative of the collective youth opin&md a catalyst for young people’s

empowerment.

5.4 Second attempt: The What's Up adoption at Movem  ent City

Between September and December 2006 | kept coliihgrwith Movement City in the
What's Up Lawrence initiative. This time, my magoal was to address the main
usability and administrative challenges identifiadhe previous design experiment and
help Movement City’s newly-appointed Youth Netw@kganizer use What's Up as part
of his job.

The “Youth Network Organizer,” or “Youth Organizes a staff position that emerged
during Building Blocks and that, in my opinion, ¢dyplay a central role in increasing
youth participation and empowerment within and lelyMovement City.
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Among other things, Movement City expected the YioNetwork Organizer to interact
with formal and informal youth groups of Lawrenceldacilitate communication among
them; organize a Mayoral Youth Forum to discusscpf interest to young people; and
support youth groups in the organization of evanis retreats.

When Movement City created the position, they agguithat What's Up would be the
main tool used by the Youth Network Organizer is Wwork, and that the Youth Network
Organizer would be in charge of the different rexsoilities associated with What's Up.
Those would include, among other things, supporthey What's Up adoption by the
different Movement City departments, promoting W&hatp to youth and organizations
across the city, and also recruiting a group oftlyda form the What's Up Central team

that would be responsible for managing the system.

The plan. On August 2%, 2006 the Youth Network Organizer and | met td &out
his plan for the fall and discuss what needed tddye. Roughly speaking, | would keep
working on the What's Up system’s look and feeld &® would be the person that was
going to interact with users and report to me wiesgided to be improved in order for the
system to serve youth and organizations in an engamd organic way. In some cases,
his job would as simple as reporting bugs and sstgges for me to implement. In
others, it would involve promoting the system, ipettyouth to record audio prompts for

What's Up, or providing orientation to Movement \Cstaff.

According to the plan, the Youth Network Organiners going to spend the first couple
of weeks of the program registering Movement Citgrnmbers into the system and
helping Movement City staff create groups and uset® Up as part of their activities.
The remaining weeks would be devoted to interastianth other Lawrence youth
groups, the organization of the Mayoral Youth Foramd helping Movement City staff

use the system in creative ways.

In order to simplify things, Movement City decidedfocus What's Up on the youth 14
to 19 years old and, once they were using the syss¢art working with the younger

members.
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As another measure to reduce possible problemslseedecided to remove the large
pre-test survey form from the actual What's Up s&@ition process and try to do it once
things were better controlled. Unfortunately, asl we discussed, the What's Up

adoption by Movement City ended up encounteringyrastacles and the survey ended

up not being fully implemented.

The reality. Movement City is an organization that has 4 ik staff and about 20
temporary ones who are hired on a term-by-termsbasilead specific classes and
initiatives. The week before the fall program t&dr the whole group met everyday for
two hours to discuss the organization vision, btel@m spirit, and plan for the term. In
one of those days, they attended a 30-minute inttiwh about What's Up and received
a little registration certificate with their accdusettings and a 1-page quick reference
guide about the system.

According to the plan, during the upcoming weekythere expected to call the system,
go to their personal extension and record their @jawelcome message and personal
description. Once that was done, they were supbtzsdistribute registration packs to
their students and collect them back a few days.lathe Youth Network Organizer was
going to be available to answer questions and pp@u everyone in anything they
needed. He and | would keep in touch by phonenmileon a daily basis, and would

meet in person at least once a week.

On Tuesday, September™.2006 the fall term started. Despite the initintheisiasm,
after three weeks into the program many of the Muamt City staff had yet to do their
recording and most of the Movement City youth hatlbeen registered. Some said that
the system was hard to use, and they did not knberevto go. Others had trouble
remembering their account password. Still, moghem have not even tried to call the

system.

The Youth Network Organizer and | were interactaygohone or email mostly everyday,
and meeting in person at least once a week to shsitie state of affairs and decide the
next steps. Among other things, we decided that,his end, the Youth Network

Organizer would place signs about What's Up aroMtmyement City, would create a
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poster with the What's Up extensions for the défégrMovement City departments, and
would talk to people directly. In addition to th&ée was going to devote time to help
novice users master the system and, finally, waddd What's Up with events and
announcements from Movement City. Hopefully, th@sions would bring people

closer to What's Up and give them a better undedstey of what the system was all

about.

On my side, | would work to simplify What's Up amdake the system more organic.
Based on user feedback, | added more ways for eetplgo from their personal

extension to their group extensions and other paErthe system, improved the events
and announcements navigation, and reduced the muohlsteps to create content. For
instance, rather than asking users to input the, dtee end and the location of new

community events, the system was changed to oRlyhasuser for the event start.

In order to make the system more organic, we ddcttlat “rather than bringing the
people to What's Up, What's Up should go to thegleb Following this motto, |
implemented a mechanism that allowed young peaplentbed and play What's Up
audio entries directly into their MySpace pagesic& most of the youth that | interacted
with already had personal pages on MySpace, it dvoat make sense to expect them to

also create a personal page on What's Up.

In addition to individual entries, the new feat@leo allowed young people to embed a
play list with the latest community announcememitsorded in the system. This way,
similar to an Internet-based radio, every time thelpaded their MySpace page, they

would listen to the public songs, poems or newsubkars had contributed to What's Up.

Besides the MySpace feature, | also implementeopéion that allowed users to receive
the audio of their voicemail messages as emaikclattents. Before this option, the
voicemail notification email contained just a litck where the voicemail was stored on
the What's Up website. Although in theory clickiag the link was not a large effort, in
practice being able to play the message directlpnfthe email turned out to be a great

improvement.
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In the following weeks, several voicemail messagese broadcasted and a couple of
events were added to the community calendar. ite sp that, the website still seemed

very empty and the system logs only showed a h&oéifaeople calling in to What's Up.

During our weekly meeting October,22006, five weeks into the program, the Youth
Network Organizer kept reassuring me that evergthwas alright, that the new What's
Up features were great, and that What's Up wasistato gain momentum at Movement
City.

Although 1 really wanted to get things evolving atfaster pace, | realized that my
perspective from the outside was perhaps dist@eldthat, rather than trying to enforce
my agenda, | should keep trusting the process eadvbere things would go. My goal
was to help Movement City assume ownership overtWhip, and that seemed to be the
best way of doing that.

At the meeting, the Youth Network Organizer passedseveral suggestions about how
to improve the What's Up’s usability, including cigges in the system terminology and
the addition of web pages providing better infororatabout What's Up and how to join
the system.

In particular, the Youth Network Organizer emphadithat members would love to have
individual What’'s Up homepages that they could peasize. According to him, young
people wanted more ownership over What's Up andtHat to happen, they needed
ways to establish a space of their own within tlystesn and also be able to add
comments and customize their experience in diffeveslys. As he pointed out, “the
more the system did not resemble a database, ttex"beThat made me think that, in
addition to building something participatory thetlected the opinion of the group, it was
really important to provide ways for young peopeeipress their personal identity and
be recognized as unique individuals within thatugro It is interesting to notice that,
although users could personalize their individughafts Up phone extensions with a
welcome message and a description about themselets pages had a very different
appeal and were much more attractive to the yowoglp that participated in the What's

Up design experiment.
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On the evening of Thursday, October"1®ovement City and the Lawrence YMCA
organized the first Mayoral Youth Forum of the GatfyLawrence. The event had been
previously promoted with flyers at the both orgaians and also through the use of the
voicemail broadcast, calendar and community annemeat features of What's Up
(Figure 28).
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Figure 28 - What's Up announcement for the Mayoralrouth Forum

In total, there were about 75 young people betwigkand 19 years old. The youth were
organized in four discussion groups. Those graug® moderated by youth facilitators

and each group had a specific question to focus on:

 What spaces are available for youth besides youwtiyrams? What spaces are

needed?

* What concerns do people have concerning nightiifiae city?
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* With proper supports, what can youth and policécdionprove relations?
* What obstacles exist concerning youth opportunitigbe city?

Once the discussion was over, the facilitatorsgarel the main points identified by their
group to a panel composed by the mayor, a rep@&senof the local police department,
a parent, and two youth. Among other things, treirh raised attention to the lack of
places in Lawrence for young people to hang outtardack of respect that the police
interacted with youth.

The mayor told everyone that the city legislatidlovaed for the creation of a youth

council, and that activating that council would lpably be the best way to get young
people’s voice officially recognized by the citynaihistration. He also said that young
people were not aware of the opportunities thagaaly existed for them in the city, and

that his administration was creating a websitedidress that problem.

At the end of the event, the Movement City membkowas working as the master of
ceremony said it would be great to have a senikeeWhat's Up Lawrence for young
people to post information and find out what wapgdeming in the city. | also had
opportunity to talk briefly with the mayor and shdwm a snapshot of the What's Up

homepage. He said he liked the site and wouldsasieone from his staff to contact me.

To this date, | have not heard from anyone at leélf about What's Up or found the

youth-oriented website created by the government.

Like all the other ideas proposed at the forum,atieption of What's Up at a city scale
would probably require additional campaigns antbflup. Perhaps future versions of
the What's Up system could help in the documematibthe events like the forum and
on the subsequent steps required to make sure ymoye’s ideas are in fact followed-
up and implemented. Unfortunately, listening tauryg people and giving sequence to

their ideas is a common problem found in many comtras worldwide (Bartlett 2005).
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The week after the Mayoral Youth Forum | attende@went organized by the University
of Massachusetts at Lowell that aimed at celelydtie youth organizations of Lawrence

and start a discussion about how to strengthegdbth services of that city.

At the event, the participants talked about isssesh as education, personal
development, recreation, safety and others. Applgrethere was an overall need to
spread information, help people become more awlandat was available, and facilitate
partnerships among organizations. Some even siggh#dse creation of a “centralized
clearinghouse of information about youth prograntg” provide information about
programs and their components, help connect paegntsyouth, and help youth engage
with the community. The idea of systems like Whafp was mentioned several times.
However, everyone was so busy that no one wantethke the lead to coordinate
meetings and other initiatives required to makeagkihappen. Indeed, as learned from
the Young Activists Network experiments, time is maajor concern for youth
organizations and, in my opinion, was one of thggbst challenges affecting the

implementation of What's Up in Lawrence.

In a meeting with the Youth Network Organizer inlgdNovember, | realized that, for
the past couple of months since we had been wotkigether, he had only been able to
spend a few hours per week to focus on What's Uiee matters. In addition to all of
the responsibilities required for his job, he alswl to take care of Movement City's
volunteer opportunities, help out with some of th@sses and be involved with other
initiatives. Since the proper implementation armdnmotion of an initiative such as
What's Up Lawrence would probably require fulltirm@mmitment, it was not surprising

that the program was evolving more slowly than exg

According to him, the best way to help What's Upeteoff would be through the
organization of a What's Up Central team. Thatrtegould then assume responsibility
for promoting the system, providing user suppod amaking sure it was used in ways
that represented young people’s ideals. Unforipatecruiting members for What's
Up Central and providing the team with the necgssaiientation would take a

considerable amount of effort and would need tgpkapgyradually over time.
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In order to bring life and attention to What's Ugftre the end of the year, we thought it
would be better if the Youth Network Organizer wedkcloser to the Movement City
departments that produced audio-related contemiaiticular the poetry, choir and music
production groups, and see how they could integhtat’s Up as part of their activities.

By the end of November, several Movement City membead recorded their poems
online and also uploaded audio files with the sotigd they created. The choir even
used Movement City’'s telephone to record the strag they were rehearsing. It was
really interesting to see the comments that ch@mivers and their friends added to that
entry in the system. It was also interesting talize that, with a little motivation and

support, young people could enjoy the What's Upiesys

Challenges and lessons learned

In mid-December 2006, | had the opportunity to dotvn with the Youth Network

Organizer and the executive director of Movemerty @ reflect about the evolution of
What's Up in that organization. | was also ablani@rview Movement City members
and staff and learn more about their general ingowmasabout What's Up and the
suggestions they had to improve the system andithat's Up Lawrence experience.
Below | summarize the major socio-cultural, techhi@and organizational points raised

in those conversations and complement them witbgoe reflections of my own.

Socio-cultural lessonsOn the socio-cultural side, everyone that | tdlke emphasized

that a tool like What's Up has an important roleptay in places like Lawrence. Some
emphasized that, although Lawrence is a city withirge percentage of youth, it is hard
for young people to feel that they are taken irdasideration by the adults or that they

have any power to effect change.

In that respect, the interviewees said What's Up feailitate youth expression and help
young people recognize themselves as a group #mbe mobilized. They also said
that, at the same time that What's Up can be reptative of the collective, the fact the
one can actually hear people’s voices and leavenremts to existing entries makes the
system more personal and underscores the indivigudlits members. The emphases
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on the group and on the individuals that are pérthat group were both considered

important elements for youth empowerment.

In addition to that, several of the people | talkechighlighted the fact that What's Up
reopens questions about the digital divide andinheme and class divides that are so
easily forgotten, and that the system provided & twaaddress those divides without
forcing people to give up on what they already hdwal.a way, it was as if What's Up

extended the Web to the ones who do not have afrgquent access to it.

Technical lessonsOn the technical side, people seemed to agreethibatVhat's Up
system evolved a long way since the testing of Wigat's Up prototype in Building
Blocks 2005. Both the website and the phone compinwere now much more

attractive and user-friendly than their previoussuans.

Indeed, even though What's Up has only been agtiuskd by a small fraction of its

about 130 registered users, it proved useful aslaa send reminders to the participants
of a Movement City class, facilitate access to rimfation about groups and individuals,
announce events and even to disseminate poemsagd gecorded by its members. A
young person also said What's Up was a good toos&owhen her computer broke down
and that her What's Up extension number providegp@d way for her to be contacted

without having to reveal her personal phone nunibstrangers.

However, despite of the positive feedbacks, theruntws identified many aspects of the
What's Up system that would need to be improvedrder to bring it closer to the design

goals set forth at the beginning of the experiment.

For instance, in respect to supporting the orgaioizaof community events, although
Movement City members and staff used What's Upramote “open mic” nights, the
Mayoral Youth Forum and other events, many mortststll need to be developed to
make sure the functionality provided is appropriatéddmong other functions, the
interviewees suggested the possibility of using Vghidp to organize conference calls,

broadcast events live, retrieve feedback, storégphlibbums, and also get templates for
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posters and flyers. In theory, all of those idaes possible. In practice, one should be

careful about not overloading users with optiora thould be rarely used.

In fact, despite the improvements from the previdasign experiment, What's Up still

has to be simplified in many dimensions. As regbrby Movement City staff,

sometimes young people get confused about the catia computer-telephone,

especially when the differences in functionalityvibeen the two are not understood or
made clear. In particular, phone interactions se@n complex, lengthy and abstract,
especially during the first couple of times a persalls the system and does not really
know what to expect. Furthermore, as pointed by ohthe interviewees, “people are
already spoiled by higher technology” and the mbr®uld be done to make the phone
interactions more direct, or to allow users to rdcannouncements, voicemail and
calendar entries directly from the website withbaving to move back and forth to and

from the telephone, the better.

In talking about usability, additional work alsoets to be done to make the system truly
accessible and inclusive to young people who atelitevate, do not have access to
computers, or do not speak English. In particidag to the way things evolved, What's
Up has barely been used by youth of 10 to 13 yaldrsa critical age in the development
of civic participation attitudes and skills. Onemwders how difficult it would be for
young people of that age to navigate the audio smi@ma handle the large number of
options available in the system.

As suggested by participants of the design experipane alternative would be to add
voice recognition to What's Up so that people wobédable to navigate the system by
saying commands such as “check upcoming events3ate new group” or “call John”.
Another alternative would be to create a minimalistsion of What's Up with only the
subset of the features that would make sense toytheger users. Finally, some
suggested the creation of a special support extemsimber with real people answering
community-related questions about events and groapsl also replying to more
technically-oriented questions about how to useifpdeatures of the system.
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During the fall 2006 design experiment, large inyemments have been done to make
What's Up more organic and bring it closer to youpgople’s lifestyles and

technological habits. Examples of that includeithplementation of the mechanism that
facilitates the integration of What's Up and MySpaand the one that connects What's

Up voicemails with the regular email system.

In addition to making the system more organic wviduals, the fall 2006 experiment
showed that there is a need to make What's Up ralge organic at the organization
level, so that staff members do not have to spendhuch time adding information to
the system and, in the case of the managing orglamiz have better ways to find out
what is happening in the system and integraterdadly existing databases. The logs,
statistics and control panels provided by What's Wwhre a good start, but much more

would be needed in a fully functional system.

In the spirit of fostering participation and usewnrship, better statistics and control
structures should also be made available to thagasers themselves, so that they too
acquire a more precise notion of the ways the systeevolving and how the member’s
individual actions, i.e. the addition of new evenisers, etc., contribute to the larger

community.

In order to reduce administrative load, our intemtwas to build What's Up as viral
system and provide mechanisms for users to prothetsystem, recruit new users, and
be recognized by their efforts. On the promotiate sseveral users said they would be
happy to include What's Up Lawrence ads in theibswes or distribute flyers to their
friends. On the recruiting side, the need to geeptal consent to make the system more
secure and trustworthy (together with the origireslearch survey that prospective users
needed to fill in the Building Blocks 2006 experimie turned registration into a multi-

step process that was very hard to be done by ypeopgle themselves.

After the experiment was over in December 2006ahaged to implement a mechanism
that allows users to create accounts for themsglvasby going to the What's Up
website and filling in a simple form with basic aoat information and an optional field

specifying who referred them to the system. Thknercreated accounts provide new
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users with personal extensions and allow them naol s&d receive voicemail messages.
However, in order to be able to actually publism@mcements, create groups or add
events to the community calendar, the user wowe ba be ‘verified’, i.e. sign and bring
appropriate forms to Movement City or a partneraorgation. Movement City agrees
the new feature facilitates registration and presidisers with a glimpse of What's Up

without compromising trust or safety.

Organizational lessons For some reason, perhaps due to the fact teasytstem was
telephone-based and that telephones are commogr placur society, nobody really
expected that What's Up would require so much stigpde adopted.

As | realize today, there are at least 3 diffesgays in which an organization may decide
to adopt What's Up: a) as an outgoing communicatioannel to promote initiatives to
the community at large; b) as a tool to support deselopment of specific youth
participatory initiatives in the neighborhood; ar)das a way to facilitate communication

to and within different departments of the orgatara

In the design experiment presented above, Mover@éagtended up using What's Up
mainly as in options ‘a’ and ‘c’. The alternati\@ would probably involve the creation
of a special class in the organization, perhapsesionmgy similar to the Young Activists
Network described in the previous chapter, but Wit emphasis on teaching young
people to organize community events. Unfortunatelljile option ‘a’ was relatively
simple to be done, the alternative ‘c’ requiredeefing the internal communication
structure of the organization, something that cdaddchallenging, especially in places
like Movement City where people sometimes felt thegre already in touch with one

another on a regular basis and therefore woulsh@et! What's Up for that.

In fact, for the system to make more sense andbleta attract a more representative
mass of users, it would probably have to includeppe and information beyond
Movement, i.e. things that current members wouldneaessarily know just by talking to
their friends and that would be hard to find outhwut the system. In that sense, rather

than concentrating our efforts in a single orgamrasuch as Movement City, things
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would probably be better if we had worked with aiddial organizations right from the

beginning.

In any case, the successful spread and mainter@n@éhat’'s Up would require the

government or a local organization to assume respiity for the system and do

everything that is necessary to make sure it aekieis mission. For instance, to be
inclusive, initiatives such as What's Up Lawrencewd require an active effort to reach
out and support the ones who are traditionally acinable. To be youth-led, they would
need the implementation of community polls anddtganization of a youth board that is
representative of the young population of the negido be sustainable, the initiatives
would probably require the constant search for maers, collaborators and funding
partners, as well as the permanent renovationsomigthods and tools to suit the new
demands. To be scalable, they would require tlelymtion of special materials and

ways to exchange lessons learned.

As became apparent in the What's Up Lawrence desygeriments, even with better
technologies the implementation of those tasksirecu considerable amount of time,
effort and commitment from the leading organizatiom a recent conversation with
Movement City’s executive director, we both realizbat, even though we both expected
Movement City to assume that role, it would be tooch for that organization to do
everything that would be expected. The idea ofrigaa Youth Network Organizer was a
shot in the right direction, but he would requireretime, orientation and collaboration

in order to do his job.

As suggested by the Movement City director and reéw& his staff, perhaps the best
solution would be to create a special organizajist to focus on the implementation,
spread and adoption of the What's Up system. Amathgr things, such organization

should:

* Promote What's Up to individuals, youth groups afmmal youth-related

organizations;
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* Organize events to celebrate young people, disoussnon issues, and foster more

interaction and collaboration among youth groups @mganizations;

» Facilitate the creation of a board representingly@nd youth organization to stir the

uses of the What's Up system,;

» Train Youth Network Organizers and facilitate tldmption of the What's Up system

by youth organizations;

* Devise mechanisms to improve the usability of th& &ind to assess the impact of
youth participatory initiatives in the City;

* Improve What's Up and implement new tools to fogtauth participation.

As it is going to be discussed in the conclusioaptér, there are many overlapping and
complementary points between the What's Up Lawreand the Young Activists
Network initiatives. Perhaps the next generatibiteohnology-supported initiatives for

local youth civic engagement should be built fréva kessons learned from both of them.
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6. Conclusions

As described in the research design chapter, lesid aimed at clarifying the following

guestions:

1) What are the main attributes of learning initi@s$ that foster youth participation and

local civic engagement?

2) How can digital technologies support the implemgoaof those learning initiatives

in youth technology centers?

3) What attributes should digital technologies haveritler to become more suitable for
that task?

4) What other factors have to be in place, besideseittenology, for those initiatives to

succeed?

In order to answer those questions, | proposedvalrftamework to help in the analysis
and design of technological-initiatives for soceaahpowerment. In the spirit of the
design-research lifecycle, the new framework entrdgeom and supported the
development of two main design experiments thatuged primarily on the

empowerment of young people vis-a-vis the placesravthey live.

As part of the Young Activists Network experimerit,collaborated with youth

technology centers from different parts of the \wanl helping them organize local young
people to address personally meaningful commusgyas. As part of the What's Up
Lawrence initiative, | developed What's Up, a spékcielephone- and web-based
neighborhood news system for young people, an@lothted with a youth organization
from Lawrence, MA in using that system to help yguseople organize community

events and find out what was happening in theirroamity.

The remaining of this chapter is organized as ¥adlo
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Section 6.1 Analysis of the design experimentdries to answer the first research
guestion addressed by this thesis. In order tthdp it uses the proposed framework
to compare the design experiments described iptd&@ous chapters and, based on
the comparison, highlights the main elements thatld/need to be considered in the
development of the next generation of technologicaitiatives for social

empowerment. The section concludes with a disonsabout the contributions and

limitations of the proposed framework;

Section 6.2 From powerful to empowering technologi€stries to answer the
second and third research questions of the thdsidiscusses the way technology
was used in the Young Activists Network and the Y¢hblp Lawrence initiatives
and identifies guidelines for the design of teclgas to foster social empowerment;

Finally, section 6.3 The need for a new kind of empowering organizetn” tries to
answer the fourth research question. In order ¢o tidat, it describes the
characteristics of a new kind of organization tivatild have to be created to support

the development of technological initiatives focisd empowerment.

6.1 Analysis of the design experiments

As seen by the framework described in chapter &n@ogical initiatives for social

empowerment should be analyzed according to assefigariables that can be grouped

into 5 main categories:

the “approach” variables, which characterize thalgand activities of the initiative;

the “setting” variables, which define the attritaitef the space where those activities

are supposed to happen;
the “empowerment” variables, which describe theeexgd outcomes of the initiative;

the “climate” variables, which help understand hibw initiative evolves over time;

and
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» the “system” variables, which affect the initiatjogplication and sustainability of the

initiative.

In this section, | use the proposed framework taly@e the Young Activists Network
and the What's Up Lawrence initiatives and identégsons to be considered in the
implementation of future technological initiatives social empowerment. In the end, |

discuss the affordances and limitations of the psegd approach itself.

Analysis of the approach variables

In this section, | analyze the Young Activists Netlw and the What's Up Lawrence
initiatives according to the “approach” variableggested by the framework proposed in
chapter 3 (Table 12).

Goal of the initiative. As discussed in the background chapter, whigelitional
community technology initiatives tend to focus adividual development and emphasize
information access and technical training as endhiemselves, the design experiments
conducted in this thesis focused on the developmkimdividuals as active and critical
participants of their communities and emphasizesl uke of technology as a means

towards those goals.

By seeing social empowerment from a combination“yfuth participation” and
“empowerment theory” perspectives, the Young AstwiNetwork and the What's Up
Lawrence initiatives focused not only on helpingizg people become more active and
critical participants of society, but also on halpithe overall community become more

open and receptive to young people’s ideas.

From a theoretical point-of-view, such combinatijmoved to be extremely rich, with
empowerment theory providing a context to situaietly participation in relationship to
the broader notions of organization and communitpp@wverment, and youth
participation providing empowerment theory with man-depth references about the
different aspects that have to be considered whggowering young people to become

active and critical participants of society.
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Table 12 - Comparison of YAN and What's Up approactvariables

Approach o
) Young Activists Network What's Up
variables
Goal of the Foster youth participation and local | « Foster youth participation and local
initiative civic engagement. civic engagement.
Aimed at young people 10-18 from | « Aimed at young people 10-18 from
Intended the youth technology center. Worked  the community at large. Worked
audience primarily with youth 10-13 from the primarily with youth 14-18 from the
center. center.

Scope Focus on the local community. * Focus on the local community.
Inspired by youth-oriented » Inspired by the educative cities
participatory-action research methods.
methods. .

» Focused on helping young people
Focused on helping young people organize personally meaningful
Activity identify and address personally community events.

organization

meaningful community issues.

Work with small groups of young

people in youth technology centers.

Work with small groups of young

people in youth technology centers.

Recognize the work already
developed by formal and informal

youth groups in the community.

Required

resources

Technology available at the youth

center.
Training and support materials.

External volunteers to facilitate yout

groups at different youth centers.

Technology available at the youth

center.
Training and support materials.

External volunteers to help in the
organization of a local team to assun
ownership of the project in the

community.
What's Up System.

Telephones.
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Intended audience. Both the Young Activists Network and the What's Uawrence
initiatives originally aimed at fostering the adiparticipation and engagement of youth
of 10 to 18 years old in their local communitieglthough the youth participation
literature highlights the differences between ageugs, it was only with the
development of the actual experiments that it becathear to me how youth from
different ages and backgrounds differed from onetlaar in terms of socio-cognitive

capabilities, values, familiarity with technologand perceptions of the world.

For instance, while the Young Activists Network meel to be more attractive and
appropriate for youth 10 to 13 years old who wexeited to work with adults, were
optimistic about community change, and did not @enuch about their personal image
as the older youth, the What's Up Lawrence iniiatseemed to be more attractive to
young people older than 14. Although I believenger people would also be interested
in joining the What’s Up Lawrence initiative, theyould probably require a different
kind of adult support and perhaps a simplified eéttools to help them in the

organization of their own community projects.

Scope Both the Young Activists Network and the Whatlp Lawrence initiatives
focused on the neighborhood, i.e. the streets,sparid other spaces outside homes,
schools and after-school centers that are partoahg people’s lives. Implementing
projects outside the organization’s buildings posederal logistical challenges requiring
among other things, special permits from paremtssportation to take the youth to
different places, and extra personnel to help nsake everything was under control. In
spite of those challenges, spending time in thengsonity provided young people with
good opportunities to get to know more about hawgs worked in the place where they
lived, allowed adult facilitators to know more abthe youth they worked with, and also
opened space for local adult residents to be mxquesed to young people’s energy and

ideas.

Activity organization. Even though the Young Activists Network and th&ats Up
Lawrence initiatives had similar goals, audiencd acope, the latter was built from the
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lessons learned from the first and differed considky from it in the organization of its

activities.

For instance, while the Young Activists Networkiaities helped young people identify
and address personally meaningful community isshesWhat's Up Lawrence initiative
aimed at helping young people organize personalgamngful community events.
Moreover, while the Young Activists Network facdtbrs did their best to help young
people from youth organizations implement theirjgets, the What's Up Lawrence
initiative used technology to transform Lawrencéia place in which young people
could create their events almost by themselve$owitthe need to come to a particular
youth organization to do so. From a theoreticakpective, while the Young Activists
Network followed a participatory action-researctprach, the What's Up Lawrence
initiative was based on the educative cities idkesribed in the background chapter.

Of notice, the What's Up approach seemed to fosterore positive and collaborative
attitude towards youth participation than the Youxgivists Network and managed to
address many of the challenges inherent to the yoActivists Network approach,
specially the ones that had to do with local comityuautreach. In spite of that, it
seems that the mere usage of the What's Up systepramoted by the What's Up
Lawrence experiments is unlikely to foster the Hegitthe discussions that young people
and adult facilitators had as part of the YoungiAsts Network. For that to happen,
youth organizations would require specific orieistat additional support, and better
tools. As will be discussed below, the developm&Entore appropriate technological
initiatives for youth empowerment and local civitkgagement would probably require a
combination of the positive aspects of the YoundivAsts Network and the ones from
the What's Up Lawrence initiative.

Required resources As described in the design experiments, the Yohwtivists

Network was designed in such a way that it couldirbplemented even without any
digital technology. Tools such as cameras, psni@nd Internet could bring great
contributions to projects, but were not essentighis flexibility in terms of resources

allowed the Young Activists Network to operate Ihsarts of community organizations,
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ranging from Computer Clubhouses with high-end mdtlia equipment to the youth

group in Sao Paulo that relied mostly on a digitdl camera and an audio recorder.

However, despite the low-technological requiremetfits organization of YAN activities
(including field trips to the community, sessiorafphing and facilitation, etc) required
about 6 to 10 hours per week for each staff andntekr directly involved in the project,

and that turned out to be unrealistic for many pizgtions.

The What's Up Lawrence initiative tried to minimitee human effort required in the

Young Activists Network by building as much as pbks on local resources, on

activities that were already happening in the comitguand on local volunteers.

Nevertheless, What's Up would still require a snt@lim and resources to maintain the
What's Up system infrastructure, promote the itit& around the community and

provide support to its participants.

Analysis of the setting variables

The setting variables characterize the locationsrelthe activities of the empowering
initiative are supposed to happen (Table 13).

Space organization Most of the Young Activists Network sites werested by
Computer Clubhouses, youth technology centers ahatrich in technology and allow
young people to come and go at any time. Althohghing technology at hand and
freedom to participate in the sessions can be ssepositive, in many situations the
availability of technology at hand and the presen€egyeople not connected to the
initiative ended up distracting the participanttn general, activities ran better when
young people worked in the arts room, where they etter space for group exercises

and could concentrate on the project discussions.

In the What's Up Lawrence initiative, the idea was create an infrastructure that
recognized youth in their everyday activities atidveed young people to publish and
access information from wherever they were and whenthey wanted to. However, for
that to happen, a more distributed kind of suppald have to be provided to foster the
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appropriate development of the initiative. Unfowtely, due to the challenges described

in chapter 5, it was not possible to try that tgpsupport during this thesis.

Setting o
Variables Young Activists Network What's Up
e Youth technology center. » Aimed at formal and informal youth
Space groups and community at large.
organization Worked primarily with local youth
center.
e Limited to members of the youth » Open to anyone with access to the
organization and to the scheduled What's Up system.
Accessibility session times. - .
» Limited by the usability of the system
or constrains imposed by the leading
organization.

Table 13 - Comparison of YAN and What's Up settingariables

Accessibility. ldeally, the empowering initiatives defendedhis thesis should be made
available and accessible for all, with special eash on the traditionally underserved.
However, as seen in the previous chapters, sometmganizational or technical barriers
prevent the inclusion of those who would benefgé tinost from the initiative. For

instance, in the Young Activists Network, organiaaél fees, inappropriate session
schedule, and lack of information prevented manytlydrom joining the projects. The

What's Up system contributed to lower those basrigy providing a community-wide

communication infrastructure that, in spite of ukgband organizational constrains,

could be used even by young people who were séenade and did not have regular
access to computers.
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Analysis of the empowerment variables

According to the proposed framework, technologindlatives for social empowerment
should be analyzed in relationship to the way incwithey contribute to individual,

organizational and community empowerment (see Thbje

Individual empowerment. While the What's Up Lawrence initiative openedwn
possibilities for community-wide communication aexpected youth to use the What's
Up system to organize and promote events, the Yéuigists Network worked directly
with young people and actively helped them in tmplementation of their community
projects. In the original What's Up Lawrence @athe goal was to have a group of
local youth and adults assuming the role of fadiits, managing, promoting, and
supporting good uses of the What's Up system. thmhately, it was not possible to
organize that group as part of the What's Up expenits developed thus far.

This research has revealed that, in order to fakeedepth of reflection and discussion of
the Young Activists Network, the What's Up initiati would need a group of people
that, similar to the Young Activists Volunteer TaBkrce, worked side-by-side with

youth and facilitated the implementation of theimununity projects. In my opinion,

that would require either the creation of a new Y¢hblp-specific program at youth

organizations or at least helping existing staffl dadformation about the existing

programs into the What's Up system.

Organization empowerment Both the Young Activists Network and the What'ep U
Lawrence initiatives inspired youth organizationsdiscuss important issues related to
outreach, social inclusion and youth participatidinfortunately, although in many cases
the Young Activists Network helped organizationgdree more empowering to youth
(at the individual level), that was not enough telphthose organizations become
empowered enough (at the organizational level)atatioue the projects by themselves.

As a result, most projects died after the Youngwstis Network volunteers had to leave.
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Table 14

Comparison of YAN and What's Up empowerrmnt variables

Empowerment o
) Young Activists Network What's Up
Variables
» Helped improve self-confidence. | *+ Helped users become more aware of
- . community events.
« Fostered ability to work in groups y
and take the lead. e Opened new inclusive and communit
. . wide venue for personal expression g
* Raised awareness to issues and
ivi . communication.
Individual resources from the local community.
empowerment .

Fostered contextualized learning o

technical skills.

Helped adult facilitators develop
more appreciation for youth

participation.

Would require specific initiatives to
foster other individual empowerment

attributes.

=~
1

Organizational

Raised questions about the capaci
of the organization to be inclusive
and outreach to the surrounding

community.

Fostered a few connections with

ty

Fostered discussions about social
inclusion, Digital Divide and local

outreach.

Provided new entry points for the

organization to be reached by the

other community organizations. community.
empowerment
« Was unable to empower partner | ¢ Facilitated outreach to members of th
organizations so that they could What's Up system.
keep implementing the projects b
pimp g prol Y. Was unable to empower the partner
themselves. o .
organization so that it could keep
implementing the project by itself.
e Helped in the implementation of | ¢ Open new venue for community-wide
Community street clean-ups and other initiatives  information exchange.
empowerment L

that contributed to improve the loc

community
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In the What's Up Lawrence initiative, the What's Bystem was put in place to facilitate
community-wide outreach and make it easier for lgagroups to promote their projects
and obtain local collaborators. However, additlaswpport would be required to help
youth groups to adopt the system as part of tletiviaes and eventually contribute to its

management and maintenance.

Community empowerment In terms of overall community impact, the Youhcfivists

Network helped in the implementation of street ole@s, the spread of children rights
posters, and the development of other projects dbatributed to the local community
and fostered a positive image of youth. The WHhdpd_awrence initiative opened a new
channel for community-wide information exchanget buwould still require a few

technical improvements and additional support, geshan official connection with
governmental agencies and other youth organizationgrder to achieve the critical
mass of users required for the initiative to became representative of Lawrence’s

youth and foster the creation of new youth-led getyg around the city.

Analysis of the climate variables

The analysis of climate variables provides a go@&ms to understand how a particular

initiative evolved over time (see Table 15):

Activity engagement This climate variable has to do with how attraebr relevant the
empowering initiative is for the individuals and nomunity organizations that are
involved with it. As it turns out, engagement waeshaps the greatest challenge in the
implementation of the Young Activists Network. Akescribed in chapter 4, youth
activism and participation are abstract conceptd ttannot be taught in classrooms.
They require opportunities for young people to heedly involved in community
projects that are meaningful to them. Sadly, isweally hard to get young people to
commit to the YAN projects while there were othempeting initiatives at the youth
centers that did not require as much commitmentaifeted more immediate rewards.
Indeed, it took the Young Activists Network expeemt several design attempts to
finally achieve an approach that genuinely motigtateung people to keep coming back

to the YAN sessions.
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Table 15 - Comparison of YAN and Wat's Up climate variables

Climate o
) Young Activists Network What's Up
Variables
Operated as yet-another-initiative | « Added value to existing initiatives by
that competed with the ones already providing them with a venue for
being offered at the center. promoting themselves and being
reached.

Sometimes perceived as

Activit confrontational in relationshipto | « Perceived as something fun and

ctivity
other community-development positive by adults and organizations
engagement S )

initiatives. from the region.
Would require specific efforts to « Would require improvements to
become engaging to the top become more engaging to young
management staff of the partner people.
organizations.
Fostered opportunities for young | « Facilitated opportunities for young
participants to take the lead in people to express themselves in the
community projects. community context. The involvement|

Activity of participants in decision-making

participation

Was unable to involve young peop

in the organization of the initiative

itself.

le

would require additional efforts.

Was unable to involve young people i

the organization of the initiative itself.

Activity

outreach

Limited to activity participants and

some of their friends.

Open to anyone registered in the

What's Up system

Requires the promotion of the What's

Up system to the community at large.
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e Provided meaningful context for | ¢ Participants used primarily the What's
participants to use cameras, Up system.

computers and other technologies

available at the youth center in the| * The use of additional tools would be

analysis, implementation and dependent on the implementation of

Technology documentation of their community| ~ SPecific initiatives.

usage rojects.
prel « Identified several aspects of the What's

« Highlighted the need for more Up system that would require

—

appropriate tools to help young improvement in order to better suppo

people execute the different tasks the organization and promotion of

associated with their projects. community events.

Unfortunately, even when young people managed tapbete their projects — which
were by no means small feats — it was extremeljlesiging to attract local attention and
additional support to the young activists.

Based on such challenges, What's Up Lawrence wsigried as an initiative that, due to
its focus on the organization and promotion of camity events, added value to existing
youth initiatives (rather than compete with theard also portrayed a more friendly and
collaborative image of youth. However, in spitetloé friendlier image and the positive
support received from the director of our partneyaaization in Lawrence, the technical
and organization issues described in chapter Sddnihe engagement of young people
with the initiative. Hopefully, the next attempmt implement What's Up will be able to
address those issues.

Activity participation . This variable has to do with the availabilityagdportunities for
participants to practice decision-making within tingiative. In the Young Activists
Network, adult facilitators consciously created cgpéor young people to decide which
project to implement, mediate discussions, and esgtheir voice. In the What's Up
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Lawrence initiative, young people had opportunibyuse the system to express their
ideas, but there was no particular effort to helgipipants reflect about their community

or work in groups.

At the broader level, even after several attemmitf) initiatives failed to involve young
people in the organization of the initiatives thefass. Although in the long term it
would be good to have more youth participationelidve the organizers of the initiative
were already feeling too overwhelmed with the eénxgstasks to be able to invest the
extra time that would be required to recruit insteel youth and help them assume more
leadership over the initiative. This is an isshattwill have to be addressed in future

attempts to implement youth empowering initiatives.

Activity outreach. Outreaching to the local community was anothejomehallenge

faced by the Young Activists Network. Even thoyglung people had put a lot of effort
into the implementation of their community projedtsturned out to be very difficult to

attract relatives, community residents, local orgaiions and even other youth to
recognize the work done and contribute to the dgreknt of new projects. Among
other things, people were already busy with worll ather activities, and community
organizations did not have an established chamalfacilitated communication to and
from the larger community. As a result, the ondpple who participated in the activities

and celebrations were the ones who were alreadyp#tre organization.

As discussed in chapter 5, the What's Up systemn&gea community-wide
communications mechanism that offered a venue ¢irouhich people could publish
community announcements, promote local events adida@ge messages to one another.
The only thing is that the system itself had topbe@moted to the community at large in
order to fulfill its potential. During this thesise were only able to work with one
community organization. The next step would beinwate other organizations and

individuals to join the initiative.

Technology usage In general, the Young Activists Network used tieehnology
available in the youth center both as a way taettyouth to the initiative as well as to

help participants in the implementation of theipjpcts. Among other things, young
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people used scanners to digitize images, the letéonsearch for references, cameras to
document their projects and interview people, anaréety of software to create flyers,
posters and presentations. Although those toasepr to be useful to the projects, in
many cases they were either too complex or didbffet the necessary functionality. It
would be great, for instance, if young people haetighborhood mapping tool and other
software that they could use to reflect about themmunity and express their opinions

about the places where they live.

In the What's Up Lawrence initiative, participanised primarily the What's Up system.
As discussed in chapter 5, the system proved tsbaul in the promotion of community
events and local talents, facilitated group comroation, and provided an access point to
youth who did not have access to computers orrttegriet. Still, there are many features
and improvements that could be added to the systerthat it becomes more useful,

manageable and attractive.

Based on this thesis’ design experiments, one ceukh think about building and
integrating the tools originally conceived for YANto What's Up and transforming the
system into a complete toolkit for the implemematof youth-led community projects.

Analysis of the system variables

The analysis of system variables helps identifydih@lenges inherent to the initiation of
the initiative, its replicability and its long-terdevelopment (see Table 16):

Sustainability. As discussed in the “required resources” vaealihe main cost
associated with the Young Activists Network was #évailability of volunteers or extra
people to collaborate with staff from partner yowttganizations in the planning and
execution of the YAN sessions. Unfortunately, liwation, timing and effort associated
with those sessions make it extremely difficult rexcruit external volunteers for the

initiative.
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System
Variables

Young Activists Network

What's Up

Sustainability

Dependent on external volunteers to
carry the work in the youth technolog

centers.

Dependent on small team to promote
What's Up and provide support to

individuals and youth organizations.

Requires constant investment to
maintain the What's Up server and its

phone lines

er

of time and space for the activities.

Dependent on the availability of teamse Dependent on the capacity of the ser
Scalability of volunteers to work at the different to support multiple communities.

communities.

Dependent on the availability of teamse Dependent on the capacity of the

of volunteers to work at the different system to attend large numbers of us
Spread youth technology centers within the from the same community.

same community.

Worked as an organization-within-ant « Dependent on the level of involvemen
Ease of organization. Its adoption depended intended by the organization.
adoption on local interest and on the availability

Table 16 - Comparison of YAN and What's Up systemariables

To compensate for those challenges, the What's alprénce initiative was designed to

rely as much as possible on local volunteers asdurees. As of today, its main costs

and efforts have to do with the organizing of aaladeam to promote and support good

uses of the What's Up system in the broad community addition to those, there are

also the costs associated with the maintenandeeddytstem’s server and telephone lines.

Fortunately, the current cost of the What's Up ghowmber is relatively low — about

U$13.00 per month, with up to 4 people to callifg tsystem at the same time.

Moreover, for having been developed as an opencedool on top of other open-source

204



components, it is expected that many bugs and wepnents to the system may be

implemented by the developer's community itself.

Scalability. This system variable has to do with the chaksnigherent to replicating the
initiative to multiple sites. Concerning the YouAgtivists Network, the scalability of
the initiative is directly dependent on the avallgbof facilitators to work with young
people in their projects. As for What's Up, itsakbility is dependent on the
organization of local teams to promote the systethe new setting or community and, if
necessary, also on the replication and adaptafidrecsoftware to fit the local languages.
Depending on the choice, the software for multgenmunities can run from the same
server, and that computer can be located in arpeflaat has good access to the Internet.

In the case of What's Up Lawrence, the server weatéd in my office at MIT.

Spread This variable has to do with the potential of eampowering initiative to be
expanded within the same setting or community. uAsag that empowering initiatives
should be able to reach as many people as postildelesirable that they do so in ways
that do not compromise the quality of the actigitad overload the organizing team. In
the Young Activists Network, it was expected thatuth groups produced some sort of
video or presentation that told the story of themject and helped inspire young people
and adults to become more actively engaged witin toenmunities. In the What's Up
Lawrence initiative, it was expected that the moyeuth-oriented events and
announcements were posted in the What's Up sydteengreater the motivation would

be for the development of additional youth initias.

One of the original guidelines of the What’'s Up teys emphasized that the system
should be “viral”, i.e., that members themselvesudth be able to invite others to join the
What's Up network. However, due to issues of sécand privacy, it was then decided
to require parental consent for youth under 18 earttralize the registration process in
our partner organization. Those decisions endecbugpromising the viral spread of the

What's Up Lawrence initiative.

As for resources, the spread of initiatives teradbé similar to their scalability. For the
Young Activists Network, that would depend on theaikability of facilitators to work
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with youth at different organizations. For Whdtlp, that would depend primarily on the
capacity of the system to handle the additionatsysend on the availability of extra

support resources.

Ease of adoption This variable has to do with the challenges ieheto starting the
initiative in a new setting. It is interesting twtice that, since the Young Activists
Network operated almost as an “organization-witimerganization” with its own
personnel and methodology, its adoption dependedtlynon the interest from the
partner organization and on the availability of éirand space for the activities. For
What's Up, the ease of adoption would depend orlawel of involvement intended by
the organization. If it wanted to use the systenpromote its own events, the level of
effort required would be relatively low. Howevérthe organization decided to assume a
more active instance in relation to the initiati@ed crate new programs or motivate

youth to organize their own community events, thesl of effort would be much higher.

Discussion

The framework proposed in this thesis proved todyg useful in the design and analysis
of the Young Activists Network and the What’s Upwrance initiatives. In general,
discussions about technology and social developmefdr to concepts such as
accessibility, inclusion, sustainability, scalalili empowerment and participation
without necessarily clarifying what they mean bggé terms or defining the relationship
among them. The proposed framework puts thosestarmperspective and helps
understand which aspects of technological initegivfor social empowerment might

require special attention.

In particular, the analysis of empowerment varigblas seen from individual,
organizational and community perspectives leadarorgng institutions to look beyond
their traditional focus on technical training anaividual development and aim for
initiatives that contribute to the mutually suppeet development of people and the
communities they are part of. Moreover, by intéggaaccessibility and participation in
the analysis, the proposed framework also con&dtd the creation of initiatives that
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take even the most underserved into consideratoinfester the development of more

inclusive and representative societies.

By looking at the analysis of the Young ActivistetiWork and the What's Up Lawrence
initiatives done above, the framework made it ctéat the latter initiative seemed to be
easier to scale, spread and sustain itself thafotieer. However, the framework also
highlighted the fact that, although the What's Upwlence initiative facilitated

connections at the organization level, the Youngwsts Network initiative seemed to

be more empowering at the individual level. WHhl#hat's Up Lawrence emphasized
inclusion and community outreach, YAN focused mornethe depth of the experiences

provided to its participants.

In addition to facilitating the comparison betwettre Young Activists Network and
What's Up Lawrence, the framework also helped m ittentification of limitations that
were common to both initiatives. For instance, laghlighted by the “activity
participation” variable, during the developmentlat thesis neither of the initiatives was
able to involve young people in the decision-makafighe initiative itself. In the end,
both initiatives were managed by the adult orgasizén addition to that, as highlighted
by the “activity outreach” variable, both initiagig failed to outreach to the larger
community that exists beyond the youth organizatitney worked with. As described in
chapter 5, although the What's Up Lawrence ini@tivas better structured to reach out
to the broad community, technical and organizatialifficulties ended up preventing it

from doing so.

Based on the above analysis, perhaps the nextstegstin the evolution of the Young
Activists Network and the What's Up Lawrence iittes would probably be the
development of a new empowering initiative that bomad the advantages of both of
them and minimized their challenges. Among otlhéangs, the new experiment should
use What's Up, or a system with similar capab#itias an underlying communication
channel. However, like in YAN, it should also hasemmunity organizers helping
young people and youth organizations establish de@pections with the place where

they live. In my opinion, the implementation othuan initiative would require a special
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kind of empowering organization. The attributes tbat kind of organization are

discussed in section 6.3.

Finally, it is important to realize that, even tigbuthe proposed framework was useful in
the analysis and design of the experiments devdlopéhis thesis, the very attributes of
the framework have been refined based on the ewnlaf the experiments themselves
and may not necessarily make sense for other kifidsmpowering initiatives. For
instance, the “activity engagement” variable waly @dded after | realized that youth
engagement was a major obstacle for the implementaif the Young Activists
Network. Similarly, the “ease of adoption” varialwas only incorporated after we faced
difficulties in the implementation of the What's Ujawrence initiative. Although “ease
of adoption” might be relevant for a wide rangesafpowering initiatives, | am not sure
“activity engagement” would be as central in empimgeinitiatives organized for adults,

for instance.

More generally, it must be admitted that both @& ttesign experiments studied in this
thesis focused on young people and youth technategters. It would be interesting to
see how the framework would have to be adapteddarado be used in initiatives that

worked with different kinds of populations, diffeteage groups, or alternative settings.

6.2 From powerful to empowering technologies

When | joined the MIT Media Lab in 2001, | did rmlieve so much in the creation of
new technologies for social empowerment. In mynmwi, with the recent extraordinary
enhancements in computer processing, communicatiobjlity and usability, existing

technology was already powerful enough; what wededavas better ways to apply the
potential of the new tools to help underserved itdials and communities assume

control over matters that affected their lives.

With that in mind, | started the Young Activists tMerk as a means to find an
appropriate approach to foster youth participatasrd local civic engagement using
whatever technologies were available in our parteemmunity organizations.

Unfortunately, even working with organizations tinad state-of-the-art computers and
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software, it did not take long to realize that @rig tools were either too complex or
lacked the functionality required for young peofdeimplement personally meaningful
community projects. Moreover, the very way in whtbe organizations were structured
created barriers to whom would have access toeittenblogies and what could be done

with them.

Ideally, we would like youth to have tools that maame the limitations of community
organizations and made it easier for young peopleommunicate with one another,
document their lives at home and on the stree¢stemrmaps of the neighborhood, reflect
about their social networks, make presentationsraack, all of that without having to
spend too much time acquiring technical skills einly segregated by age, location,

language, socioeconomic situation or skill level.

The What's Up system represented my first attengptiniplement a technology

specifically designed to empower young people gtiganizations that worked with them,
and the communities where they lived. The goal Wwasreate a telephone-based
neighborhood news system, something that everyorex the illiterate or the ones who
had no access to computers, could potentially assxpress themselves, find out what

was happening, and become more actively involvel thie world around them.

Based on the feedback from youth and staff from martner organization, What's Up
evolved into a system that not only facilitatesalomommunication and outreach, but also
provides traditionally “unconnected” youth with eepence on the web and access to the
benefits of the Internet. By dialing the systertol-free number, young people used
What's Up to send and receive voicemail messagag, groups and learn about
community events. They also used the telephonedord personal poems and songs
that could be later played on their MySpace pagdoamloaded into their iPods.

As part of the development of the What’s Up systeended up creating a series of
software components that handle voicemail, groupsmmunity events, audio
announcements, phone extensions, audio menus dmel dinctionality that can
potentially be used in the implementation of Whatjs-like systems that bring together

telephone and web. The underlying architecturéhefWhat's Up system can also be
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easily extended to incorporate new components. €Gmdd imagine, for instance,
specific components to broadcast community evdnts tbo phone and web users, to
facilitate conference calls, or organize commumitfls. One could even envision the
integration of What's Up with geographical inforneet systems (GIS) and, with that, be
able to send audio announcements to individuals lwgoin particular streets, access
news associated with a particular region, or vigeamaps highlighting the different
community connections established through the systAlthough the current version of
the system has been created to be accessible bgrahgf phone, the system can also be
extended to benefit from text messaging and otlaralsilities that are commonly
available in mobile phones. What's Up is beingaskd as open-source software and
several organizations that work with youth, the btess, disaster relief, and local
community development have already demonstratedest in it.

As mentioned earlier, What's Up is one of many $odhat can facilitate the

implementation of empowering initiatives. By usithg framework described in chapter
3 to reflect about the design experiments in thésis, it is possible to identify a series of
guidelines to be considered in the implementatimh @nalysis of technologies for social

empowerment. On Table 17, | summarize some oktigoglelines.

It is worth mentioning that one should not expestragle tool to accomplish every single
item in the list or to support all the differenpasts involved in an empowering initiative.
When considering technologies for a particulanatite, one should think about the set
of tools that best fulfill the different variable$ the proposed framework. In that sense,
one could imagine a tool like What's Up being ugedombination with a neighborhood
mapping tool for kids, a simple-to-use video storgation tool, cameras, and even street
kiosks and special devices that enabled peoplantb dut what was happening and
engage with the different aspects of their comnyuifi.
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Table 17 - Guidelines for the implementation of saally empowering technologies

Approach variables

Activity

organization

The technology should support the different adg@giinherent to the
approach. For instance, in the case of the Yourtiyiats Network,
it should support the creation of maps and diagrdacditate
communication among participants, help in the teanf
documentaries, etc. Likewise, in the case of theaig Up
Lawrence initiative, it should help young peopldhe different
tasks inherent to the organization of personallgmivegful

community events.

Required

resources

The technology should complement the resourceadyravailable.
It should be compatible with the other devicesomig that already

exist and should only replace them if the advargage clear.

The technology should fit the knowledge and skilleady
available. The more intuitive and simple to usetéthnology is,

the less training and support it will require.

Setting variables

Space

organization

The technology should support the activities indtgerent settings
where they are going to happen. Depending omiliative that can
mean youth technology centers, schools, homesspstrieets, or

other places.

When not in use, the technology should not be mlske block for

the development of the activities associated viithinitiative.

Accessibility

The technology should be inclusive. It should upps many
people from the intended audience as possiblepanttent of race,
gender, age, location, time of day, language, teahbackground,
etc.

The technology should be organic, i.e. it shouléasily accessible
and usable, fitting as much as possible into pésplly routines,

lifestyles and capabilities.
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Empowerment variables

Individual

empowerment

The usage of the technology should be perceived@ething
positive. The technology should be seen as songthbol” or
attractive so that individuals feel proud of usingr being

associated with it.

The technology should be easily integrated witleptechnologies
that are considered mainstream. For instance, thaergh several
What's Up users did not have access to the Webregudar basis, it
was important for them that the system allowed theimave a

presence online.

The technology should allow for personal custonnzaand
ownership. This was one of the most asked ate#htdr the What's
Up system. Young people really wanted persona¢pdigat they
could customize in any way they wanted and, witt,thighlight

their identity within the larger system.

The technology should help individuals become awétaeir
actions and contributions to the groups and comtiasrthey are
part of. In the case of the What's Up system, bing to the profile
pages users could see the entries they have pedblishihe system,
the groups they were part of, the number of pethydyg referred to
What's Up, etc.

Privacy permitting, the technology should help Wndiials become
aware of the actions and contributions of otheividdals. In the
What's Up system, it was possible to check the@uitr each entry
posted in the system. That feature allowed foogadion of
positive contributions, but it also served to prawve posting of

malicious entries.

Organizational

empowerment

The technology should make it easier for orgarizegtito interact

with their members as a group or as individuals.

The technology should help organizations defing identity to

their members and other organizations.

The technology should make it easier for orgaroregito access angd

become accessible by others.
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Community

empowerment

The technology should help individuals and orgatiore have a
sense of the community as a whole. For instaheentimber of
individuals and organizations, the aggregate amofiabntributions

posted, etc.

Climate variables

Activity

engagement

The technology should be attractive and pleasans¢o

The technology should contribute to maximize treristing and
relevant aspects of the activities developed addae the ones that
may distract users from the main focus of theatite. For
instance, in the Young Activists Network, care batbe taken so
that the complexities and effort required in vidsting did not
distract the focus of initiative from social chartgevideo

production.

Activity

participation

The technology should provide means for usersawige

suggestions and criticism about the tool itself.

The technology should make it easier for usersdoage the
initiative itself. That can be done with the piioin of appropriate

statistics and configuration tools.

Technology usage

1)

The technology should provide means for desigreigentify
potential problems and also to figure out whichideas are the mos

and least used.

[

System variables

Sustainability

The tool should be easy to maintain.

Scalability

The tool should be low-cost to replicate.

Spread

The tool should be easy to expand.

The usage of the tool should motivate new usesasltpt the tool.

Ease of adoption

The tool should be easy to install and configure.
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6.3 The need for a new kind of empowering organizat ion

One of the most important lessons that | learnathduhis thesis is that empowerment
requires a lot of human support. In order to immet personally meaningful

community projects, young people need adults warkuith them, side-by-side, helping
them organize their own ideas, opening communityneations, taking them places,

teaching things, serving as role models, and keebi@ morale high.

In situations when adults are not present and dstave not able to provide children with
the experiences that they need, community orgaaimathave to compensate for the
missing elements in the children’s education arsli@m& a more central role in helping
them grow to become active and critical particigasftsociety.

Unfortunately, youth organizations tend to be overlmed with different activities, are
not necessarily prepared or empowered enough twwallowhat is expected from them
and, to make things worst, lack appropriate toofsttie job. As seen in chapter 4, the
youth-led projects of the Young Activists Networledame possible only after we

recruited teams of volunteers to work close togettith our community partners.

One way or another, as part of this thesis | ditittee bit of everything: designed
educational methodologies, organized volunteerskegbwith community organizations,
promoted youth projects, answered questions, doctegddhe process and implemented
new tools. However, even counting support fromuwtders and staff from partner
organizations, those efforts were still very lindii@ time and extent as compared to what

needs to be done.

In my opinion, the successful implementation ofhtemogical initiatives for social
empowerment requires the creation of a special kindrganization to compensate for

existing challenges and seek new alternativeshioniethods and technologies used.

Such an organization should not try to enforce sgcific approach or replace existing
initiatives by new ones. Quite the contrary: ibsld serve mainly as a reference point
for best practices and source of incentive anduress for other organizations to

implement socially empowering initiatives based their own interests and the
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recognition of their value. Rather than fosteragphilanthropic or dependency-based
relationship, the new organization should createditions for interested groups to take
only the pieces they need, receive support in thihgy cannot do by themselves, and
give feedback on what is missing or needs to beromgul. This way, partner

organizations are more likely to feel in controdassume ownership over the project.
In particular, | believe the ideal organization glibconsist of at least:

* An education team to formalize lessons learned fitben field, prepare support

materials, and do assessment and evaluations;

* An outreach team that recruits volunteers, worki \groups and organizations, and

organizes events to mobilize the community at large

* A technical team that implements appropriate teldgies to facilitate the work of

the other teams;

* A fund raising team to obtain the necessary ressuto maintain the organization

itself and support community partners in the impatation of the initiative.

Among other things, the new organization shouldab&e to guarantee the long-term
commitment that is required to the implementatibtammunity development projects
and facilitate opportunities for the testing of neleas. In the case of this thesis, even
though | could count on community connections tMiT already had with the
organizations that | ended up working with, | stilad to spend a lot of effort
strengthening those connections and preparing défrain for my design experiments.
Moreover, even though the PhD program allows 4 sygarthe development of the
research, design experiments in community settiegg to take a long time and there is
only so much that can be done within that time fanirhat not only may force the
research to stop at a less-than-ideal time, but milap lead to some unfulfilled
expectations by community partners regarding thaticoation of the activities. The
situation would be very different if new projectene part of a larger initiative that
facilitated their start and managed their longemtsustainability.
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Although individual student projects are somewtmatstrained, | believe universities can
and should play an important part in the implemigmtaof technological initiatives for

social empowerment. Among other things, sociallgpewering projects require a
combination of different disciplines that may gorfr technology development to impact

assessment, and should rely on institutions tleahan-profit oriented.

In an interesting mutually empowering way, at tlaene time that students may bring
enthusiasm and skills to the initiative, the irtitia may provide them with a meaningful
context to apply what they learned and strengtloga buman values that they will carry
with them through their career and family liveshaT is what happened to me as part of
my experience at MIT, and that is the kind of ththgt | would love to see happening

more often here and in other places as well.
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