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Theorizing the Software, Designers and Administrators behind Informal Online Learning 

Communities: A Proposed Document Analysis 

Online community sites, first and foremost web forums, have increasingly been explored 

as contexts where young and old alike are developing valuable skills and sharing and building 

knowledge. We learn to write, to create art, to give and receive criticism, and acquire a range of 

other skills and knowledge in these online spaces. Through extensive ethnographic fieldwork, Ito 

et al. found significant numbers of young people engaged in these online communities supported 

by web forum software are “learning to navigate esoteric domains of knowledge and practice and 

participating in communities that traffic in these forms of expertise” (2009, p. 28). Work on fan 

fiction forums suggests that participants are developing as writers and in some cases using these 

communities to learn English as a second language (Black, 2008).  Studies of videogame fan-

forums (Squire & Giovanetto, 2008; Duncan, 2010; Owens, 2010) suggest that young people are 

developing their abilities to interact with, critique and design video games. More broadly, there 

are open questions as to the extent to which virtual community sites and spaces mean for civic 

engagement and democratic practice (Song, 2009).  

While there is a growing body of literature studying participation in informal learning in 

online communities and studying the textual record of interactions in places like web forums 

there remain significant methodological problems with conducting ethnographic research in what 

are clearly designed virtual environments. The goal of my dissertation project is to enrich the 

methodological discussion of how to approach the qualitative study of these kinds of web 

communities. At this point, I am particularly interested in highlighting how software as 

infrastructure shapes participant interactions, exploring how designers and administrators of 

online communities shape that infrastructure to particular ends, and exploring the different 
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values and ideologies that administrators and designers use to describe and explain their 

approaches and tactics for using software to  shape participant interaction. If we want to study 

how learning works in these spaces we need a deeper understanding of how and to what ends 

they are designed and managed.  

Defining the Online Community Software Layer 

The user experience of participating in an online community –posting comments, 

engaging in a threaded discussion, building out your profile page– is made possible by server 

side software. While we experience the web as a series of individual pages that load one at a time 

in our web browsers, and many of us understand that web pages can be individually written in 

HTML, most of our interactions with the web are actually mediated by these other software 

packages and the tweaks, hacks and plugins that site administrators use to change that software. 

As Monfort and Bogost suggest, the study of software involves the study of a layers of software 

on top of software intertwined with particular pieces of hardware [6]. The software layer 

implicated in these how-to books is the software that users are directly interacting with on the 

server when they participate in online community websites. Often this software comes in the 

form of applications like PhPbb, Vanilla Forums, the Ultimate Bulletin Board System, or 

vBulletin. In other situations it is made up of custom PhP, Python, or Perl scripts that interact 

with server side databases. These above named software systems establish rules for what users 

can and can’t do, what users can and can’t see, and how others in an online community site see 

users and their online actions. In short, the indirect object of this dissertation analysis is the layer 

of software that exists just below the surface (from the user’s point of view) and on the servers 

that we interact with. 

Are Online Communities Places or Artifacts? 



Trevor Owens Dissertation “idea paper”  11/15/2012 

3 
 

In establishing a research method for netnography, ethnographic research on online 

communities, Kozinats suggests that the wide availability of archival data in old discussion 

boards and listservs provides the digital equivalent of “access to recordings of every public social 

contact in a given culture” (p. 72, 2010). While he recognizes that the “the nature of the 

interaction is altered—both constrained and liberated—by the specific nature and rules of the 

technological medium in which it is carried” (p.68) this idea that the textual records of content 

from online discussion boards and other mediated communications are the same as transcripts of 

public conversations is problematic. Kozinats method of research seems to have stepped away 

from Miller & Statler’s earlier work on online ethnography which suggested that researchers 

understand the Internet as a shifting assemblage of technologies. In their words, the goal of 

ethnographic work on online communities required the need “to ‘disaggregate’ the Internet; not 

to look at a monolithic medium called ‘the Internet,” but rather at a range of practices, software 

and hardware technologies, modes of representation and interaction that may or may not be 

interrelated by participants, machines or programs (p.14, 2001). Taking a software studies 

approach, exploring how various software components come together to shape and structure that 

participation, is key for making sense of this textual record. 

Studying the textual record of interactions on web forums and related online community 

sites offers a useful record of social interaction. However, that value is limited by a lack of 

understanding of the server side-software that makes such records possible. We still lack an 

understanding of how particular kinds of discussion board software and other custom designed 

community software features structure and configure online discourse.  

Beyond this, we lack an understanding of the goals and values that developers and 

administrators bring into the design, configuration and administration of online community 
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software. These tools and platforms are designed for particular purposes and as more and more 

learning happens in informal online environments it is important to understand the values and 

ideas that are going into their development. Given increasing interest in studying learning in 

informal online communities on the web (powered by these kinds of web forum tools) and the 

emergence of explicit e-learning platforms (like Coursera) which are being built off the legacy of 

web forum software better understanding how and to what ends these systems structure discourse 

and interaction will be of broad value to research methods literature in education, particularly for 

qualitative research in instructional technology.   

While there are numerous ways to approach studying this subject, for example 

interviewing software developers and site administrators, or conducting ethnographic research, 

there is also considerable insight to be gleaned from studying the guidebooks created by and for 

online community site developers and administrators. Software is created, deployed, and 

managed by individuals and organizations toward their own set of goals. Some of the designers 

and administrators write how-to guides on adapting, designing, customizing, running and 

managing this software. Many of the other designers and administrators make use of those 

guides to orient themselves in their work. How-to guides offer a point of entry for understanding 

the theories of users, of design, and the values which are prevalent in an ongoing discourse about 

what this software should do and how it should do it. In preliminary explorations of interviewing 

developers, studying individual online communities and reviewing these guidebooks it has 

become clear that the guidebooks offer a particularly rich space to explore detailed explanations 

and arguments about how this software works and to what ends it should work. In the next 

section I expand on the value this kind of source material offers.   

The Value of Studying Discourse in How-To Guides as Software Studies 
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Given my interest in online community software and online communities it might seem a 

bit strange that I am proposing to study books. In short, in preliminary explorations I have found 

these how-to books to be particularly rich sources not simply of describing particular tactics for 

designing online communities, but also for explicating how and why one should design and 

configure online communities toward particular ends. In particular, these texts present 

particularly thoughtful, robust, and coherent perspectives of developers and administrators. 

Beyond this, they are also influential texts in their own right. 

As published works these guidebooks represent thoughtful and reflective organizations of 

knowledge and experience. These books present the well-developed working theories of those 

with technical experience administrating, developing, and designing this software. These are not 

typical users’ ideas or understandings of these systems. Instead, these are accounts of individuals 

who have likely spent much more time thinking through and developing a theory of their 

experience.  To be sure, the authors may be more inclined to put together a very coherent 

account of their beliefs about users and its connections to their tools than the actual messiness of 

design. In practice, it is likely that where they might have a muddled sense of users and make 

technology decisions on what is easiest or what they happened to think of first. These accounts 

should not be thought of as particular accurate presentations of what happened but instead, as 

presentations of theories that have developed through writing and talking about these sites.  

It is worth pointing out that this is not simply a limitation. As sociologist John Martin 

suggests, when social scientists, “The self-appointed auditors of behaviors swoop down upon 

actors” and ask for explanations of individuals actions “it is hardly surprising that actors’ 

retrospective scrambles to put their affairs in order--their stories of their motivations--are often 

unsatisfying.” (Martin, 2011, p.105). In contrast to swooping down on community developers 
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and administrators and interviewing them, or sitting down next to them and looking over their 

shoulders, it is useful to start from these how-to books, which represent these actor’s attempts 

articulate more thoughtful presentations of their perspectives. 

With this noted, as published works from these texts and the accounts within them are 

themselves sources where developers and administrators can read-up on how to run online 

communities. These texts are sites where the cultural models, or scripts for these technologies is 

being defined and distributed. The audience for these books is looking for advice and 

information about how to design and manage online communities. In this respect, these how-to 

guides are a resource that developers and administrators can rely on for advice for how to go 

about their work. The fact that there is a market for these kinds of guides is indicative of the fact 

that there is an audience for them, one that is, at least to an extent, receptive to the ideas and 

approaches in them. With this said, it is not necessarily that these texts shape or define larger 

cultural scripts. As the reflections and ideas of working practitioners the content of these guide 

books is similarly shaped by the working ideas with in the community of software designers and 

administrators. To this end, this essay is not about identifying where these ideas come from, but 

instead about using these books as points of entry into discussion of how particular functionality 

in this community software is deployed and what values are evident in how it is deployed. 

Analysing these texts as Discourse 

I intend to approach analysis of these texts in keeping with Fairclough and Gee’s 

approaches to the study of discourse (Gee, 2005 & Fairclough, 2003). While the study of 

discourse is often associated with Foucault's work on power and institutions, Gee and Fairclough 

are more broadly concerned with connecting that approach with sociolinguistic approaches to 

understanding how we do things with words. In this tradition, part of discourse involves what 
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Gee refers to as “cultural models,” the storylines and cultural scripts that makes sense of our 

individual situated meanings. In this respect, guide books describe particular functionality of 

software and explain when that functionality is and is not appropriate toward a given set of goals.  

This approach to discourse is not focused on revealing social or cultural forces, but on 

how individuals use texts for “world building:” That is, this approach is focused on how people 

use words and texts to do things. In his words, “People use language to communicate, cooperate, 

help others, and build things like marriages, reputations, and institutions. They also use it to lie, 

advantage themselves, harm people, and destroy things like marriages, reputations, and 

institutions” (Gee, p. xi, 2005). How people do things with words online and how those online 

community systems interact in those actions. The stories and the explanations of particular 

tactics and techniques in these books suggest particular goals, values and ways of thinking about 

users and I am interested in thinking about what these words tell us and what these words do. 

Theorizing Software from Technology Studies 

In Behind the Blip: Essays on the Culture of Software, cultural studies scholar Fuller 

argues that “each piece of software constructs a way of seeing, knowing, and doing in the world 

that at once contained a model of part of the world it ostensibly pertains to and that also shape it 

every time it is used.” Through analysis of a variety of software platforms, he argues for 

interpretive study of how software constructs these ways of seeing. It is critical for researchers of 

on-line learning to realize that software operationalizes a set of ideas in a designed experience 

that constrains individuals' experiences, participation and learning. Software shapes much of our 

experience, however it is too simple to say that software itself constructs “a way of seeing, 

knowing and doing” (p.19-20, 2003). Software affords and suggests particular uses to users, it 

shapes and structures experience. The meaning and utility of software for people (in this case 
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both those running and administrating the software and end-users of sites powered by the 

software) always involves meaning making between the person and the artifact. If we consider 

insights gleaned from studies of other technologies the meaning of any technology, like software, 

has a complex cultural and symbolic process of definition. 

Users matter in software systems and given the extensive body of historical work that has 

focused on understanding the relationships between users and designers of technologies it is 

important to situate this study in work on the history and social study of technology. In the 80s, 

historians of technology Pinch and Bijker drew attention to the users of any given technology 

through an approach they called the social construction of technology (1984). The key concept in 

this work was that different individual users were able to construct radically different ideas about 

what a specific technology could or should be used for. Bijker made the relationship between 

users and designers of a particular technology more explicit with his idea of the technological 

frame. In this conception, the users and designers are thought to negotiate and then agree to a 

particular interpretive frame for understanding the use and value of a given technology. Woolgar 

argues we should approach technological artifacts as texts where the designers are authors are 

actively involved in “encoding” particular meanings and uses into technologies which the 

individual user reads and interprets. (1991). With this noted, focusing on “encoding” can yet 

again lead to ceding too much authorial intent into the process of reading these machines as text. 

As Akrich suggests, users are also involved in a process of “decoding” that text. The relationship 

between users and designers has also been conceived as similar to a film script:  “like a film 

script, technical objects define a framework of action together with the actors and the space in 

which they are supposed to act” (p. 208, 1992). The lesson from perspectives in the history of 

technology is that much of what a technology does and means is the result of an interpretive 
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process by which the meaning, implications, and rules for the use of a given technology are 

negotiated between users, designers, and everyone else.  

Latour’s Actor Network Theory (ANT) bring together ideas about how to interpret 

software suggested thus far (2005). In Latour’s approach we understand the social world as a 

network of interactions between actors, both people and objects. In this case, things like how-to 

guide books are themselves tools that exist as part of those systems. Broadly speaking, I would 

suggest Actor Network Theory allows us to retain that the materiality of software enables, 

disables, or suggests particular actions which are themselves contingent on individual use of 

discourses that include rules and norms for social interaction around that software. It’s not that 

everything is socially constructed, particular software and systems enable or disable use. In this 

sense, examining how-to guides offers a point of entry into the discursive tool-kit which those 

creating online communities are working with and from. This discourse, the story lines, and 

cultural script in these texts is itself an important node in the network of interaction between 

users, software, servers, designers and administrators. By focusing in on these texts, on these 

places where theories and values can be interrogated on the page, I can unpack perspectives on 

users and functionality in these software systems. The discourse, the cultural models and scripts, 

around the network of actors (users, designers, administrators, etc.) play an important role in our 

understanding of them, but so do the physical and material properties of the software, protocols 

like HTTP and physical objects like servers and fiber optic cable. The text of the how-to guides 

represents attempts to organize and make sense of this network of people and things.  

Collectively, these approaches to thinking about the social construction of technology, of 

the way’s authors encode meaning into technology, and the way that technologies roles in 

society play out according to scripts draw attention to the important role that the texts around a 
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given technology, like how-to guides, play in establishing the functionality and role of a given 

technology. Importantly, the give and take between these perspectives suggests that the meanings 

of particular technologies and tactics is not fixed and deterministic, but instead is negotiated and 

argued for. This suggests the value in looking at texts from different kinds of authors, for 

example, texts from those interested in making money on line vs. those of individuals invested in 

causes like open source software. The meaning of particular approaches and functionality are 

likely to be contested and to be framed and approached by different authors from different 

perspectives. Explicitly seeking out this diversity will help to create a richer set of approaches to 

thinking about online community software.  

By exploring how these how-to texts frame, present, and suggest the value of particular 

elements of the technical components of software, I’m interested in exploring the interplay 

between discourse and technology. I’m curious about how the cultural models and scripts evident 

in configuration stories—stories of configuring software systems and stories of configuring 

online communication and discourse itself—suggest a range of valuable lessons for 

understanding the nature of online discourse. Throughout analysis, I will work to suggest how 

researchers can use an awareness of how online community is itself configured make better 

judgments about what one can say as the result of the record of conversation which persists in 

online communities. As qualitative studies of informal online learning communities continue to 

flourish in research on literacy, instructional technology, and educational technology this kind of 

baseline understanding of the design of these spaces has significant potential to inform and 

improve this kind of research.  

 Areas of expertise that will need to be represented on the dissertation committee.  
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Given the nature of this project there are several key areas of expertise that would ideally 

be represented on a dissertation committee. First, it would be valuable to have experience with 

studying informal online learning environments. Second, given that this work is intended to 

inform qualitative research methods it would be useful to have someone with extensive 

qualitative methodology experience to ensure that my arguments for methodological approaches 

are themselves sound. Lastly, as this kind of qualitative research (document analysis) is directly 

connected with humanities modes of inquiry and study it would be valuable to have someone 

particularly familiar with history and discussions of the history of science and technology. 
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