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Abstract: This poster presents results from a workshop, Active Citizenship through Technology, 

with eighteen college freshmen. Participants collaboratively designed a virtual college campus by 

researching information online, interviewing faculty and administrators, using graphics programs, 

and designing a campus with our software Zora. Zora, an Identity Construction Environment, was 

purposefully created to encourage participants to explore issues of identity, decision-making, and 

personal values. Results showed that participants engaged in meaningful deliberation about issues 

related to college life. 

 

Introduction 
Different types of online tools have been incorporated in education settings of all levels to promote 

collaboration and meta-cognitive thinking. As Koschmann (1996) has described, new educational technologies 

created in the CSCL paradigm have been successful in bridging instruction and participation, knowledge and 

enacted practices, and process and outcome. Thus, it seems that educational technologies, especially CSCL-

orientated computer softwares, have been beneficial additions to the classroom curriculum. However, there is a 

growing concern, especially in educational policies, for the increasing lack of classroom and civic participation in 

today’s youth, possibly because of the greater immersion into the world of computer-mediated communication 

(CMC) technologies. 

 

 The purpose of this study is to investigate and demonstrate the extent to which a well designed curriculum 

and CSCL technology, namely Zora, could indeed encourage collaborative learning and promote civic discussion 

and participation. Reported in this poster is a description and results of a workshop (titled Active Citizenship 

through Technology) conducted on incoming first-year students at a university. The university has reported a 

growing concern for a lack of campus engagement among the undergraduate population, thus warranting the need 

for innovative and meaningful ways to develop a civically active student body. 

 

The Zora Identity Construction Environment 
 Zora was developed and piloted by Bers (2001) as a type of virtual Identity Construction Environment 

(ICE). Based on Papert’s (1980) constructionism, the concept of ICE asserts that open-ended virtual constructionist 

environments afford youth the space for testing, experimenting, and developing their decisions and personal values. 

Zora, which gives users a blank world at the start along with specifically designed graphical tools, allows its users to 

build a virtual city out of interactive objects and personal biographies. As a goal, Zora sets a stage for youth to 

interact and develop their sense of civic identity, moral, and attitudes, and thus leading to meaningful decision-

making and contributive actions. Furthermore, the city metaphor in Zora encourages youth to work collaboratively, 

thus requiring them to deliberate and make community decisions. As shown by recent research (Dahlberg, 2001; 

Papacharissi, 2002), civic deliberation is one of the most important ways through which networked computer 

technologies can be used to encourage and develop civic identities and engagement.  

 

Workshop: Active Citizenship through Technologies 
 Given the concern for civic engagement among college students, a three-day workshop was created to 

examine the utility of Zora as an innovative means to promote engagement in school activities and social 

connections among students. Eighteen entering first year students volunteered to participate in this workshop. The 

primary goal of the workshop was to develop an interactive curriculum with Zora that could promote collaboration 

and encourage students to think about campus issues that could positively and negatively influence their college 

lives. We hoped that by thinking and deliberating about issues related to college life, students would learn to see the 

impact of these concerns and would begin to realize how they could contribute to their new college environment. 
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Methods and Data Collection 
 Workshop activities were designed to accommodate the overarching learning objective. First, students 

learned how to manipulate the functions in the Zora environment to create their virtual campus. This required 

participants to research other campus’ resources and designs, to learn to use graphic design programs, to find 

resources via the Internet, to interview faculty and administrators, and to implement their own designs using various 

computation tools on Zora. Participants were encouraged to rely on each other for help instead of asking trained peer 

leaders for direct answers. Then, students were encouraged to design their own campus collaboratively, thus 

requiring them to deliberate among themselves the pros and cons of various campus designs, and to discuss how 

different designs might reflect different values that were cherished by their ideal campus. The design of the campus 

extended beyond architectural design to encompass the rules, laws, rituals, and decisions about campus life. 

 The Zora environment readily provided a log of all online activities that happened throughout the 

workshop. Log files from the workshop were read and coded by the coordinator/teacher of the workshop and by an 

outside evaluator, who took no part in the actual teaching and activities of the Zora workshop, for cross-validation.  

 

Results 
 By the end of the workshop, participants were able to create a successful virtual model of a university 

campus. After many discussion and deliberations, every member agreed upon the final model. Results showed that 

participants were also able to immerse themselves in deliberations to discuss civic values as related to their campus. 

For example, admission policy was an important topic to the participants. As can be seen in this brief excerpt from 

the logs, participants deliberated and came to a decision for their virtual school policy on admission. 

 

A: Anyone have strong feelings about the admission process? 

B: I think that peer review will be a better way at processing people. Maybe on a sub-personal level 

C: To what degree? 

D: What do you mean by peer review? 

A: Would peer review take the place of an essay? 

B: Like interviews 

E: More like having admitted students read applications and give their feedback; the common 

applications with a supplemental essay 

   

Conclusion 
 This study demonstrated that an open-ended virtual environment developed under the ICE model could 

indeed be useful in encouraging peer collaboration and civic deliberation. Simply by engaging in the curriculum and 

building a virtual campus in the Zora program, participants were thinking about campus life, their role as students, 

and factors to be wary of as they began their college careers. ICE environments such as Zora have the potential to 

impact youth’s civic life. Given the right tool and right curriculum, teachers and practitioners can turn the computer, 

once a solitarily tool, to a computer-supported collaborative learning environment that promotes collaboration, civic 

deliberation, and civic mindedness. 
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