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INTRODUCTION

Is social software merely a continuation of a broad 
class of older computer-mediated communica-
tion (CMC) and collaboration tools, or does it 
represent a significant transformation of social 
interaction capabilities? In this chapter, we trace 
the evolution of social software tools, beginning 

with their use to augment computational and com-
munication capabilities and foster collaboration 
and social interaction, and progressing to their 
Web 2.0-enabled information aggregation capa-
bilities. Throughout this chronological depiction, 
we emphasize the socio-pedagogic affordances 
and implications of social software. We conclude 
the chapter with a social software use continuum 
to guide the design of e-learning experiences in 
academic contexts.

ABSTRACT

This chapter provides a developmental perspective on Web 2.0 and social software by tracing the 
historical, theoretical, and technological events of the last century that led to the emergence—or re-
emergence, rather—of these powerful and transformative tools in a big way. The specific goals of the 
chapter are firstly, to describe the evolution of social software and related pedagogical constructs from 
pre- and early Internet networked learning environments to current Web 2.0 applications, and secondly, 
to discuss the theoretical underpinnings of social learning environments and the pedagogical implica-
tions and affordances of social software in e-learning contexts. The chapter ends with a social software 
use framework that can be used to facilitate the application of customized and personalized e-learning 
experiences in higher education.
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Back to the Future

BACKGROUND

Before the name or construct of Web 2.0 became 
popular, the terms “social software” and “social 
computing” were being used interchangeably to 
describe the advent of a new wave of tools that 
support social interaction and collaboration in 
education. Therefore, we perceive social software 
as a subset of Web 2.0 and a continuation of older 
CMC and collaboration tools such as instant 
messaging (IM), newsgroups, groupware, and 
virtual communities (Kesim & Agaoglu, 2007; 
Alexander, 2006; Rheingold, 2003). Subsequently, 
we consider Web 2.0 as a more current and en-
compassing term that includes a broad range of 
web technologies, services, and tools, and refers 
to a renewed pattern of web technology adoption 
and innovation in the business sector (O’Reilly, 
2007). Despite the chronological delineation 
between Web 2.0 and social software, the latter 
term has become more commonplace in academia 
and is the one preferred by EDUCAUSE (http://
www.educause.edu/). Figure 1 illustrates our 
view of the relationship between Web 2.0, social 
software, and CMC.

The proliferation of the Web 2.0 “pattern” 
of technology-enabled social collaboration in-
volves both new tools and new social behaviors 
and practices (Alexander, 2006; Cormier, 2008; 
Carroll, 2008). However, the roles of technology 
and sociology in the development of these online 
tools are often confused, and the actual novelty 
of Web 2.0 may be less than some proclaim. It 
is helpful, therefore, to distinguish between the 
social and technical sides of Web 2.0.

Social Side of Web 2.0

Web 2.0 was defined in an April 20, 2007 Bur-
ton Group report as “an ambiguous concept—a 
conglomeration of folksonomies and syndication, 
wikis and mashups, social networks and reputa-
tion, ubiquitous content, and perhaps even kitchen 
sinks” (Lindstrom, 2007, p. 6). The Burton Group 

report also suggests that “The value of Web 2.0 
can be summarized in 2 words—participative and 
collaborative—served with a supersized helping 
of ubiquitous content” (p. 6). In a more recent 
(February 2008) Project 10X report, Davis (2008) 
characterizes Web 2.0 as the “Social Web” and 
describes it as the second stage of Internet growth 
that is all about “connecting people” and “putting 
the ‘i’ in user interface, and the ‘we’ into Webs of 
social participation” (p. 3). These definitions and 
attributes emphasize the social side of Web 2.0, 
as does O’Reilly’s (2005) depiction of the four 
key attributes of Web 2.0 applications: collective 
intelligence, data on an epic scale, architecture of 
participation, and user-generated content.

The social side of Web 2.0 was also emphasized 
in the 2007 Horizon report (New Media Consor-
tium, 2007), which highlighted the concepts of 
user-created content and social networking as new 
trends that will have a significant impact on col-
lege and university campus learning environments. 
Educational researchers and practitioners have 
further delineated some of the social affordances 
of Web 2.0 applications as: establishing group 
identity and personal reputations, building social 

Figure 1. Web 2.0, social software, and CMC



 

 

18 more pages are available in the full version of this document, which may

be purchased using the "Add to Cart" button on the publisher's webpage:

www.igi-global.com/chapter/back-future-tracing-roots-learning/45014

Related Content

Process Mining and Interaction Data Analytics in a Web-Based Multi-Tabletop Collaborative

Learning and Teaching Environment
Parham Porouhan (2018). International Journal of Web-Based Learning and Teaching Technologies (pp.

34-61).

www.irma-international.org/article/process-mining-and-interaction-data-analytics-in-a-web-based-multi-tabletop-

collaborative-learning-and-teaching-environment/210183

EVAWEB V2: Enhancing a Web-Based Assessment Systems Focused on Nonrepudiation Use

and Teaching
A.I. Gonzalez-Tablas, A. Orfila Ramosand A. Ribagorda (2008). International Journal of Web-Based

Learning and Teaching Technologies (pp. 21-32).

www.irma-international.org/article/evaweb-enhancing-web-based-assessment/2997

A Theoretically Informed Approach to Collaborative Writing in EAP Contexts Using Web-Based

Technologies
Kris Pierre Johnstonand Geoff Lawrence (2021). Research Anthology on Developing Effective Online

Learning Courses (pp. 304-325).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/a-theoretically-informed-approach-to-collaborative-writing-in-eap-contexts-using-web-

based-technologies/271159

The Appropriateness of Scratch and App Inventor as Educational Environments for Teaching

Introductory Programming in Primary and Secondary Education
Stamatios Papadakis, Michail Kalogiannakis, Vasileios Orfanakisand Nicholas Zaranis (2017). International

Journal of Web-Based Learning and Teaching Technologies (pp. 58-77).

www.irma-international.org/article/the-appropriateness-of-scratch-and-app-inventor-as-educational-environments-for-

teaching-introductory-programming-in-primary-and-secondary-education/187151

Introduction to Computer Networking and Hardware Concepts
Nurul I. Sarkar (2006). Tools for Teaching Computer Networking and Hardware Concepts (pp. 1-20).

www.irma-international.org/chapter/introduction-computer-networking-hardware-concepts/30420

http://www.igi-global.com/chapter/back-future-tracing-roots-learning/45014
http://www.irma-international.org/article/process-mining-and-interaction-data-analytics-in-a-web-based-multi-tabletop-collaborative-learning-and-teaching-environment/210183
http://www.irma-international.org/article/process-mining-and-interaction-data-analytics-in-a-web-based-multi-tabletop-collaborative-learning-and-teaching-environment/210183
http://www.irma-international.org/article/evaweb-enhancing-web-based-assessment/2997
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/a-theoretically-informed-approach-to-collaborative-writing-in-eap-contexts-using-web-based-technologies/271159
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/a-theoretically-informed-approach-to-collaborative-writing-in-eap-contexts-using-web-based-technologies/271159
http://www.irma-international.org/article/the-appropriateness-of-scratch-and-app-inventor-as-educational-environments-for-teaching-introductory-programming-in-primary-and-secondary-education/187151
http://www.irma-international.org/article/the-appropriateness-of-scratch-and-app-inventor-as-educational-environments-for-teaching-introductory-programming-in-primary-and-secondary-education/187151
http://www.irma-international.org/chapter/introduction-computer-networking-hardware-concepts/30420

