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Web 2.0 Project

The emergence of new applications and sites on the World Wide Web (Web) which emphasize user participation has given rise to the next generation of the Web, commonly referred to as Web 2.0, also called the “Interactive Web or Social Web”
.  The term “Web 2.0” does not refer to a technological revolution in the web from its origins as an information storage bank, but to the robust and dynamic use of the “Web as a platform.”
 Traditional platforms, such as Netscape, achieved profits in their browser capability.  Google, one of the flagship applications of Web 2.0, redefined the economy of the Web by placing the value-added to the consumer on the services provided over the platform, not on the content delivery mechanism. Google is not a server, nor a browser, nor the repository of the content it delivers over a collection of internet servers.  It is a complex technological structure which manages and distributes data to users and revises its services based on consumer demand.
The successes of Google and its early Web 2.0 partners, eBay, Amazon, Napster and others is attributed to their presentation of Web services in a new social, participatory format. While the Web has always been interactive in nature, Web 2.0 emphasizes human interactivity.  “It is about conversations, intrapersonal networking, personalization, and individualism.  It is focused on content in the context of people, workplaces, markets, community, and learning.”
  In essence, the value of Web 2.0 is achieved by its dynamic ability to “harness the collective intelligence”
 of users and combine this with targeted applications so that the value to the end user increases as participation increases.  As seen in the popularity of sites such as MySpace, YouTube, and others, participation and social interaction in the Web has become the norm.  The modern student needs to participate in the experience of the Web, not just access its information content, in order to learn and succeed in today’s world.
The emerging foundations of Web 2.0 are technologies driven by a greater consumer focus on openness (open source, open access and open content), social networking, user driven ratings, personal media and streamed media, instant messaging and virtual reference including cobrowsing, blogs, portals, wikis and data mining.  The constant integration of new information and applications has generated a technological infrastructure in a constant state of flux.  The success of Web 2.0 platforms is governed by an ability to manage the technological components: server software, content syndication, messaging protocols, browsers and software applications in order to deliver a collaborative learning environment to the user, one in which he can participate and modify. The information content of the Web is “characterized by open communication, decentralization of authority, freedom to share and reuse, and the market as a conversation.”
  Thus, the revolutionary nature of Web 2.0 is not just the social environment it provides, but a philosophical divergence from previous Web norms.  Today’s users contribute to the Web as much as they take from it.

Academic applications built upon Web 2.0 platforms would expand the horizons of formal educational programs by engaging students in an interactive learning environment.  The social networking aspect of a Web 2.0 learning environment would promote collaboration and authentic learning, two areas that have been targeted as necessary skills for the student in the twenty-first century.
  Numerous studies have been done to identify the dominant influences on high quality learning.
  Of the four identified elements, Web 2.0 applications provide a more dynamic environment within which these influences would operate upon the learner.  The first influence, the engagement of students, is enhanced by Web 2.0 in that users have the tools to actively engage in the construction of their own experience, rather than passively view material, thus, creating an authentic learning experience.  The second element, understanding of the greater learning context, can have no better a forum than the global nature of the Web.  The interactivity of fellow students and professionals ensures that the student grasp ‘the big picture.’  The third element, active participation by students, is supported in shared learning networks and interactive group communications.  This level of involvement, never before available in online communications should excite learners and motivate them to contribute and learn to a greater extent.  Lastly, the fourth influence on high quality learning indicates that feedback and practice are necessary to make learning permanent.  The use and practice of technology skills in the collaborative learning environment is likely to be the greatest advantage of Web 2.0 in modern education.  Students must develop the skills for effective team participation in parallel with their development of technology skills.
Critics of Web 2.0 user-created content refer to a lack of authority and reliability of scholarly knowledge in the Web 2.0 environment.
  While this issue requires further discussion, it is conceivable that scholarly material can serve as the content base for information but the product of student learning can be integrated into Web 2.0 applications.  This approach seems appropriate for maximizing the development of technological skills yet encouraging the greatest depth of learning.  For instance, students can research national and historic sites in order to produce a travel video including visual material, text and audio with contributions from the community.  Using open source applications, students can design and review a blog discussing local political matters and listing weekly events and highlights of local activities, including news and live interviews.  In creating a resource for the local community, students can create a podcast on local community sights including visitor guides, storytelling, with contributions from community members and links to an interactive map interface, audio and images.  As an introduction to study abroad students, local students can create a wiki with fellow international students and exchange video and audio programs using local people and places as an introduction to the exchange student’s new home.    Students in the natural sciences can use webcams and video footage to visually participate in virtual field trip experiences such as bird watching and identification, archeological digs and surgical procedures.  A follow-up could be live cam discussions with the professional and persons on site to complete the virtual experience.
Perhaps the greatest value to formal education provided by Web 2.0 applications is shared learning experiences and interactive communications.  In distance education, the student will be more engaged in the learning experience by sharing resources and communicating with fellow students.  For rural students or students abroad, they can prepare themselves for their experience by interacting with their new home in advance and continue to connect with prior classmates and teachers in order to stay abreast of community activities and required learning.
The overarching value of Web 2.0 as a platform is its ability to capture the collective knowledge and experiences of others through all media formats and shared communications.  Within an open, interactive environment, the accumulated wealth of knowledge within society can be tapped by any individual for whom this knowledge holds value.  It can be used to create a more equal society where all individuals have the same opportunity to realize their potential.  It can also transport students to levels of understanding that were not attainable before the advent of the Web 2.0 revolution.
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