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Social Space or Pedagogic 
Powerhouse:

Do Digital Natives Appreciate the Potential 
of Web 2.0 Technologies for Learning?

ABSTRACT

The recent development of Web 2.0 technologies has the potential to transform the learning environment 
of Higher Education (HE). Web 2.0 technologies are already commonplace within the social space, with 
the use of social media, co-authored online resources and encyclopaedias, blogs and video sources. 
Web 2.0 tools also have the potential to greatly enhance activity in educational environments. However, 
learners are not using Web 2.0 technology to its optimum potential outside of formal learning situations. 
Findings suggest that despite being digital natives and being aware of the technologies themselves, stu-
dents may be naïve of the potential of Web 2.0 technologies as tools for the development of their learn-
ing. Educators in HE therefore need to actively expose our learners to the range of potentials of Web 
2.0 technologies, if our students are to be able to innovate and engage with technology to its full extent.

INTRODUCTION

The current generation of students in Higher 
Education (HE) are often considered to be ‘digital 
natives’ (Prensky, 2001); that is students who have 
grown up with information and communication 
technology (ICT) and are immersed in its use in 
everyday life. This ubiquitous involvement with 

technology may be a challenge for those educating 
the students, who are likely to be ‘digital immi-
grants’ (Prensky, 2001), those who utilise these 
contemporary technologies, but were raised in an 
environment which was not technology-immersed. 
Therefore educators in HE are likely to be faced 
with using often unfamiliar technologies while 
instructing those for whom these technologies are 
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commonplace. This dichotomy will have impact 
on the manner in which technology is used by 
both teachers and students in HE to support the 
learning process.

One of these recent technological develop-
ments is the advent of Web 2.0 tools. Web 2.0 
technologies are collaborative and interactive, 
cloud-based tools, usually free to use across the 
internet. Web 2.0 technologies are characterised by 
the paradigm of enabling interactions between the 
author and the users, or between multiple authors. 
Web 2.0 technologies are ubiquitous in contempo-
rary society, with examples such as social media 
(e.g. Facebook), Video-sharing sites (such as 
YouTube), co-authored websites (wikis, such as 
Wikipedia) and collaborative authoring software 
(such as Google Drive). As a result, the outputs of 
Web 2.0 technology have a democratising effect on 
the construction and sharing of knowledge. This 
ability to co-author content, or comment upon 
outputs, means that Web 2.0 technologies have 
great potential for the enhancement of learning, 
especially collaborative learning, both in and out 
of the classroom. Web 2.0 and other technologies 
are already used by many University teachers to 
support distance learning, blended learning and 
assessment. The recent adoption of Massive Open 
Online Courses (MOOCs; Bayne & Ross, 2013) by 
HE institutions in several countries illustrates the 
potential impact of interactive technologies for the 
HE sector. The use of technologies for collabora-
tive learning approaches is also well documented, 
with computer-supported collaborative learning 
(CSCL) being a well-established and proven 
pedagogy (Stahl, Koschmann, & Suthers, 2006).

Following the paradigm for digital natives, 
contemporary students in HE institutions are 
well-versed, in general, in the use of Web 2.0 
technologies. Web 2.0 technologies are common 
within social environments, such as the use of 
social media, online resources and encyclopae-
dias, video-sharing sites, blogs and similar social 
media. The use of these Web 2.0 tools, however, 

is primarily for communication, social interaction 
and the publication of opinions and views. Where 
the technologies are adopted by users as learning 
tools, they tend to be used in a less-interactive 
manner than in their use as social tools. Web 2.0 
technologies have been adopted successfully as 
learning and teaching tools by teachers, utilising 
the interactive nature of the technologies to fa-
cilitate the collaborative learning process through 
CSCL. However, evidence for the adoption of 
Web 2.0 technologies as interactive learning tools 
(rather than simply as sources of information) by 
the students themselves outside of formal learning 
situations is limited.

This chapter evaluates the potential of Web 2.0 
technologies as tools for learning and teaching in 
the HE sector. This chapter suggests that despite 
their prevalence in formal learning and teaching 
environments, Web 2.0 technologies may not be 
used to their optimum potential by learners outside 
of formal learning situations or scaffolded learn-
ing activities. Through a survey and interviews 
with students in a UK University, this chapter 
investigates the degree to which contemporary 
students in HE are aware of the potential of Web 
2.0 technologies for their learning. The observa-
tions suggest that despite their being aware of the 
technologies themselves, and their impact upon 
the democratisation of knowledge and understand-
ing, students may be naïve of the potential of Web 
2.0 technologies as tools for the development of 
their learning.

The successful adoption of technology by the 
HE sector will require both academics and students 
to be aware of the full potential of those technolo-
gies to support the learning process. The HE sector, 
therefore, needs to develop a dialogue between 
learners and teachers in order to develop a shared 
understanding of how Web 2.0 collaborative tech-
nologies can enhance the learning process. Digital 
natives may need to be encouraged to undertake 
a paradigm shift in their understanding of how 
Web 2.0 technologies can be used, transforming 
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