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Maps are a kind of media, a way of describing an impres-
sion of the world and communicating that impression to 
others. The traditional media-literacy concepts that ask us to
evaluate media messages and critically question who made
them—how, for whom, and why—remain relevant, but like all
media, maps are shifting away from a one-way, creator-to-
consumer model and moving toward a model in which many
people are creating and circulating content as well as 
consuming it.

The website Yelp, for example, allows users to rate and re-
view restaurants, stores, museums, and other institutions and
then create lists that map their suggestions for others (such as
the best places to go on a rainy day in a certain city). With Google
Maps, users can create their own information overlays, mak-
ing personally useful maps to share in their communities. In
these ways, we are becoming producers of information who make
sense of and map the physical data of our lives. We then 
circulate that information to others, many of whom may be 
sharing their mappings with us. With this new relationship to
technology, a new set of cultural skills emerges. Thus, new
media literacies are not just the literacies necessary to interact
with new media; they also are the skills that allow us to inter-
act with each other in this new, networked public.

New Media Literacies and Mapping  
At Project New Media Literacies (Project NML), we know
that young people become part of the networked public by par-
ticipating in it and that educators have an invaluable oppor-
tunity to shape students’ attitudes toward this participation. This
is why we think it is so important to provide resources for 

instructors who want to bring the new media literacies into 
formal learning environments and why we developed the Teach-
ers’ Strategy Guide series. These guides, each focusing on a dif-
ferent subject area, provide ideas to help teachers apply the new
media literacies to what they are doing. The first Teachers’
Strategy Guide focused on reading in participatory culture. The
second installment, tentatively titled “Mapping in a Participa-
tory Culture,” will focus on mapping and geography and con-
sist of a set of modular, remixable techniques. 

Mapping and the new media literacies are a natural com-
bination, whether we’re annotating the world using sites like
Yelp and Google Maps or using GPS and other devices as we
make our way through it. Some of the new media literacies that
are especially addressed in mapping are:
• Simulation—the ability to interpret and construct dynamic

models of real-world processes;
• Visualization—the ability to interpret and create data rep-

resentations for the purposes of expressing ideas, finding pat-
terns, and identifying trends;

• Distributed Cognition—the ability to interact meaning-
fully with tools that expand mental capacities; and

• Negotiation—the ability to travel across diverse communi-
ties, discerning and respecting multiple perspectives and
grasping and following alternative norms.

New media literacy skills should guide not just the content
of the Teachers’ Strategy Guide, but also its development. We
recognized that, though our team had expertise in cultural 
approaches to media literacy, none of us were middle-school
social studies teachers and none of us were developing 
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innovative mapping technology. Because collective intelli-
gence—defined as the ability to pool knowledge and compare
notes with others toward a common goal—is one of the 12 skills
at the heart of Project NML (see page 9), it seemed clear that
the best way to generate great ideas for integrated mapping, new
media, and education would be to bring together people with
a variety of expertise in these fields to brainstorm techniques
that could be further developed into what will become our sec-
ond Teachers’ Strategy Guide.

Harnessing Collective Intelligence 
To begin our work, we assembled a group of Project NML staff,
secondary school teachers, curriculum and media developers,
artists, activists, architects, and designers who work with 
geography and mapping. We wanted to bring these experts 
together in some kind of daylong event, but the standard con-
ference model didn’t reflect the participatory values of the proj-
ect. We needed a way to enable the wide variety of participants
to have meaningful conversations among themselves. In typi-
cal conferences, where attendees listen and speakers speak,
sometimes the most exciting insights come out of conversations
people have outside the conference structure, getting coffee, chat-
ting online during a boring talk, or standing in the hallway 
during a break. We wanted to harness this creative dialogue and
capture these ideas, making them available to more creative minds.

When developing new products, companies often hold
ideation sessions that bring together brand managers, con-
sumer researchers, trend watchers, nutritionists, designers, and
anyone else who might have a stake in or an opinion about what
form that new product might take. Participants are exposed to
a variety of stimuli and brainstorm as many ideas as possible,
hoping one will gel into the next big thing. Similarly, self-
proclaimed geeks interested in developing a technological 
solution to a particular problem have, with increasing popu-
larity, been coming together in what has come to be known as
an unconference format. Unlike traditional academic confer-
ences, unconference participants set the agenda, there are no
designated time frames, and participants follow the “law of two
feet,” staying with a particular discussion only as long as they
are learning or contributing something. 

Ideation sessions and unconferences come in many differ-
ent forms, and we worked to create a hybrid between the
two—a space where relevant and concrete ideas could emerge
naturally from the interaction of a diverse group. We were
concerned about respecting the time and knowledge of teach-
ers, making sure that they could say what would work inside
the classroom. These principles guided us in creating an open
structure for what we called our Think Tank Day, foregrounding
the creative ideation process, but keeping in mind the realities
of the classroom and the need for concrete strategies.

Think Tank Day 
To unobtrusively capture resources and ideas from the partic-
ipants, we established a group blog on Tumblr. This platform
would provide us with a simple interface for collecting pho-
tos, videos, links, and notes before, during, and after the 

session. In order to create a sense of community and hit the
ground running on the day of the session, we asked each 
participant to post a short biography on the blog in advance,
describing his or her work and interest in mapping; we also 
encouraged them to share interesting websites. This collection
of biographies and resources established the varied interests of
the participants and informed many of the discussions that would
emerge over the course of the day.

By the beginning of the Think Tank Day, nearly all of the
participants had introduced themselves to each other and
shared links to resources they had created or found interest-
ing. Themes were already emerging from these materials: How
could annotating a map in Google Maps be made into a les-
son? How can we expand the focus of geography from flags and
food to global social and cultural practices? What about class-
rooms without access to computers? Can we teach new media
literacies without using new-media tools?

The participants set the agenda, suggesting possible discussion
topics and forming smaller ad hoc groups to brainstorm dif-
ferent strategies. Some groups wanted to think of mapping in
the abstract: What does it mean to map something? What
would a non-geographic map look like? Why are so many 
current mapping technologies focused on the idea of layers of
information? Other groups worked more concretely, such as
compiling a collection of online resources a teacher could use
to prepare a lesson.

Given the freedom to set the agenda, the participants could
talk about issues they were interested in, comparing perspec-

A New Type of Professional
Development
An exciting insight that came out of our Think Tank Day is the
recognition that the process we used could become a new
model for professional development. How might an unconfer-
ence provide a more participatory form of professional devel-
opment for teachers? What would work, and what wouldn’t?
What kind of environment might work? What other kinds of
experts could be brought together? Could an English depart-
ment bring in journalists, poets, or others around a particular
topic? Or could teachers use the model as way of sharing cur-
ricular strategies across disciplines?

Novice and veteran teachers have slightly different needs
despite their nearly identical job descriptions. How might a
participatory structure allow teachers with a variety of experi-
ence levels to share knowledge? As teachers become more
comfortable with ideation and unconference strategies, how
could they find ways to implement the cultural logic of partici-
patory culture in their classroom? For example, perhaps a simi-
lar process could be used with older students (who are well
prepared beforehand) to interact meaningfully with adults
toward a common goal.

Because the Think Tank Day created a small community of
teachers connected through Tumblr, we now can push beyond
our mapping theme to explore these kinds of questions in a
variety of educational settings.
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tives and thinking about their own mapping practices in a re-
flective and creative space. After each session, the breakout
groups could reconvene and discuss the ideas they had come
up with, receiving input from a wider variety of voices. This
cyclical process—grouping off, reconvening, and constantly
discussing—produced a tremendous number of raw ideas that
reflected the concerns and ideas of a group of teachers, pro-
grammers, artists, and media makers.

Documentation and Debris
During the Think Tank Day, participants captured ideas on the
blog. Designated note-takers in each group made sure nothing
slipped through the cracks, but any participant could post an in-
triguing quotation, a link to a site or video that came up in dis-
cussion, or general thoughts. Ideas from the various groups could
cross-pollinate, providing a way for participants to stay engaged
and interact on yet another level. These valuable interactions, which
frequently occur in the between-spaces at conferences, became
the prime focus of the Think Tank Day. At any point where a
conversation could occur, we worked to make sure that it did,
and that we could capture the ideas that came from it.

We used the word debris to refer to the materials we collected
on the blog, on pieces of paper, and on cameras. Debris em-
phasized the unformed nature of what we were looking for: any
bit of an idea, website, or quotation could go onto the blog, where
it might be developed by another participant or, together with
other unformed ideas, suggest broader developing themes. Most
importantly, asking for debris lowered the barrier to participa-
tion for those not typically comfortable sharing half-baked ideas;
with the work of developing ideas postponed, participants could
focus on thinking creatively and quickly.

A Pile of Ideas
The emphasis on creative thinking and interaction resulted in
pages of material accumulated on the blog. Currently, we are
compiling the debris into a form that will be useful to teachers
interested in integrating the new media literacies into their cur-
riculum. Having given the experts a chance to just think through
their ideas on mapping, we now can work on condensing these
ideas into relevant themes and strategies for teachers. The blog
materials can be tagged and grouped into ad hoc collections that
focus on specific mapping-related themes or strategies.

The participatory structure that was so productive during
the Think Tank Day is continuing to inform the creation of
the Strategy Guide. By posting our own work to the blog as it
gets underway, we can engage the participants in a continued
discussion around the themes they originated. Their responses
to the collections of resources and themes we identify allow us
to refine our guide as we go, ensuring that we address classroom
needs while providing an innovative and proactive set of strate-
gies for teachers.

Strategies for Learning in a 
Participatory Culture 
Participatory culture is revitalizing mapping practices and 
providing new ways to think about our sense of place. But 

participatory culture does not need to stay out of the classroom
or outside curriculum development. By bringing ideas from peo-
ple outside the classroom together with ideas from teaching vet-
erans, we can better prepare students for life outside of school,
showing them how geography is not only a school subject, but
rather is fundamentally about ways to describe and navigate the
real world. By incorporating participatory structures into cur-
riculum development, we can make valuable resources that
benefit from the richness of viewpoints across disciplines. The
objects of mapping and geography are aligned with participa-
tory culture: seeking ways to make visible and create connec-
tions between diverse groups, whether they are trans-spatial or
trans-disciplinary.        •••

Nick Seaver and Lana Swartz are, respectively, first- and second-
year masters students in comparative media studies at MIT in the
Project New Media Literacies group.
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