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Three themes:

1. The Internet as an enabler of a conducive environment for researchers;

2. The Internet as a rich, living laboratory for studies in areas that span from ethnography to economics, politics to pedagogy, (or any other two alliterative, polar-opposite disciplines);

3. The Internet as an “anti-environment” that highlights problematic issues in the nature of research, epistemology, and the decades-old hegemony that exists in the academy.

And a brief bonus:

4. Computer as toolkit

Some (astoundingly brief) communications theory and history:

· Toronto School of Communication suggests that technologies available to a society influence and enable structural shifts in the institutions and culture of that society. Major changes in politics, pedagogy, economics, and epistemology have accompanied every major shift in communication technology since ancient Greece, with the full transition taking roughly between 100 and 300 years. Major break boundaries in Western culture have included adoption of the phonetic alphabet by the ancient Greeks, proliferation of the printing press in Europe, application of electricity to communication (telegraph in 1837). In the age of electricity, “accelerations” that have enabled significant structural changes accompanied telephone, radio, television, and instantaneous, multi-way, globally-connected communication. 

The Quest for Information

· Traditional view is that information seeking exists within the context of a particular discipline and is an iterative, but relatively linear process. The conceptual model of “taxonomy” (dating back to Plato) is a process of splitting, dividing and specificity. As we have begun to appreciate the role of complexity in the world, interdisciplinary information seeking is becoming increasingly useful to understand a complex world. Interdisciplinary information seeking involves a higher number of inquiries (than the traditional approach) that have a “scattering” effect, as opposed to a concentrating effect. Often, interdisciplinary research must be squeezed into the moulds of existing disciplinary knowledge, resulting in solving the problem of degree of fit between existing knowledge categories, and the actual needs of the interdisciplinary researcher.
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Based on in-depth, semi-structured interviews of 45 people, sampled purposefully with snowball, Foster developed an emergent model of interdisciplinary information seeking, that is seen as a “concurrent, continuous, cumulative and looped” process (Foster, 2004, p. 232). 

· The most significant external context factors were found to be social network, and organizational support and encouragement for interdisciplinary research. Navigation issues and access to sources reflect the relatively common challenges of a researcher exploring a new field for the first time. Internal context reflects the researcher her/himself, relative both to already-possessed knowledge of the subject areas to be explored, and confidence in their own abilities. The four cognitive approaches reflect the ability of the researcher to adapt to the rigours of various disciplines, being open to having no preconceptions or prior framework to prejudge information relevance, having the ability to think widely and diversely about a topic including discarding the thinking frames imposed by a specific discipline, and having the ability to introduce and understand a wide range of information from diverse disciplines, incorporating them as either new answers or new questions.

· The process of opening involves seeking breadth of scope, exploring for eclectic and diverse information sources to deliberately expand the “information horizon.” This is accomplished by reading eclectically, often without the ability to directly assimilate the information, using keyword searching, monitoring updates of key websites, [note importance of subscription model via RSS, and weblogs that track updates in the field], and chaining not only references and citations, but chains (links) of ideas that would often lead from known areas into the unknown.

· The process of orientation involves both the classical problem definition (e.g. defining boundaries), but also building a picture of the topic overall, from the contributions of the multiple disciplines. This  also involves identifying key articles, contributors, and latest opinions, as well as gaps in the overall picture.

· Consolidation is a continual process of assimilation and integration of information that intertwines with opening and orientation. A key concept was that of “knowing enough” in a particular aspect of the topic, and is closely linked with refining information and knowledge. Notably, “verifying was a less common aspect of interdisciplinary information behavior. … Where it did occur, Verifying tended to be limited to the accuracy of quotations and references” (p. 234).

· A non-linear model of information seeking seems to be more consistent with the various qualitative approaches in which patterns of knowledge emerge through an iterative and recursive process of seeking new information from diverse sources that is assimilated across multiple contexts, some of which are external to, and some of which are internal to, the seeker. The researcher must be self-aware in order to make sense of the research. Essentially the interdisciplinary researcher assumes a constructivist standpoint, in which the quest for Truth gives way to a quest for making sense of the world as it is experienced.

Useful vocabulary:

· Listserv: An automated emailing list, usually to a group of opt-in members, related to a theme or topic of common interest.

· Threaded forum/newsgroup: A webpage with a series of posted comments sequentially linked to one or more main topics, contributed to by many people. To read any particular posting, one must traverse the entire thread. One of the earliest forms of loose collaboration on the Internet, beginning with USENET.

· Weblog (blog): A webpage with a series of postings, each dated, time-stamped and with a unique URI, so that a particular post can be linked to directly. Weblogs are mostly postings of an individual, although group blogs are not uncommon. Each posting usually visitor-contributed comments associated with it, and occasionally has a “trackback,” that is, a link whereby other pages that reference the particular posting can be discovered. “Blog” is both a noun and a verb. Blogger is a popular free blogging service (http://www.blogger.com)

· Blogosphere: The population of weblogs and those who blog, especially referring to their ability to be interlinked and mutually referential.

· Technorati: An automatic, free service (http://www.technorati.com) that tracks which weblogs have linked to a specific other weblog. It is considered a measure of importance, relevance or influence to have a high Technorati rating, as it indicates many others consider your blog important or interesting. (Compare to academic citations.)

· Wiki (of which Wikipedia (http://www.wikipedia.org) is an interesting case): One or more webpages that are editable by anyone, generally resulting in a topic-related posting that is an amalgam of information and opinion from many contributors. “Vandalism” can be easily undone, as every prior revision is maintained.

· Moderation (esp. community moderation): A scoring system whereby certain visitors can assign positive or negative value to a posting, thereby indicating to other visitors its relative value or interest according to the “culture” or “standard” of the community of visitors to the site. Slashdot (http://slashdot.org) is an online “news for nerds” community that is built on community moderation.

· Folksonomy (tag/metadata): An emergent ontology created among many posted items whereby users themselves “tag” an item (e.g. photograph, blog entry, etc.) with indexing information (“metadata”). When multiple items share metadata, these are linked in the same category. Contrast this with a formal taxonomy, such as Library of Congress indexing. 

· Flickr, del.icio.us: Two of the major sites with emerging folksonomies, Flickr (http://www.flickr.com) for photographs and del.icio.us (http://del.icio.us) for webpage “social bookmarking.” Technorati is now combining tags inserted in blog posts, Flickr tags, and del.icio.us tags to merge these three folksonomies. See http://www.technorati.com/tag

· Google: Everyone’s homepage. Think about it…

· All of these items, with the exception of threaded forums, have emerged to relatively influential prominence within the last few years; all are built on connection, collaboration (even unintentional collaboration), and the diffusion of central authority. All are based on the idea of emergent reputation, reliability and trust, as opposed to (potentially problematic) centrally certified reputation and assumed trust.

Whom/How Do You Trust?

· “Weblogs not only enable interaction with other webloggers, they offer a way to engage in a discursive exchange with the author's self (intrapersonal conversation). A weblog becomes an active partner in communication, because it demands consistent criteria for what will be posted to a weblog (and how). This ‘indirect monologic dialog’ of weblogs allow to conduct communicative acts that otherwise would only be possible in very particular circumstances.” The author’s identity is revealed to the reader not by exposition, but rather through the discursive nature of the commentary itself. (Wrede, 2003)

· In the context of courses, seminars, and research in general, it is the ease of engagement in discourse: “Weblogs offer a way for educators and students to interact and share in the same format (to outperform the educator in reputation and public attention seems to be a quite motivating task). …  But if there is an approach to teaching that encourages learners to generate knowledge and to express own standpoints openly and continuously then weblogs can support this. … Weblogs make it easy to see who’s doing meaningful stuff.” (Wrede, 2003)

· Google uses a ranking algorithm that retrieves merit-by-citation from academe. Google’s PageRank algorithm maps the number of incoming links to a particular webpage, and uses that as a measure of authority or usefulness on the subject matter (determined by other factors more related to content), giving higher weighting to those links coming from pages that themselves have high PageRank. (Brooks, 2004)

· Using link as a surrogate for perceived value, Google uses the imputed valuation assigned by millions of web authors to infer the usefulness of a page to millions of web searchers – many, if not most of whom are web authors themselves, to a greater or lesser extent. The learned behaviour of creating contextual or clarifying hyperlinks serves to evolve a “community” (used very loosely) judgment (again, used very loosely) about value and usefulness, that is aggregated by Google’s algorithms. Brooks introduces the idea of “lay indexing,” indicating that average web users provide the (aggregated) information that allows Google to index material, both by the people creating hyperlinks, and by Google monitoring “click-throughs” (Google suggested results that are selected by a web searcher). Compare this to citations in conventional text that are essentially no different than hyperlinks, albeit non-automatic ones. (Brooks, 2004)

· Brooks maintains that Google algorithms must be relatively secret, and continually changing in order to prevent “gaming” the Google-bot (i.e. misleading the Google link collector, or harvester, or “bot” so that it will assign a higher PageRank value than is actually warranted). The relative ignorance of lay indexers is an interesting, but necessary, reversal of the traditional position of indexers, who were traditionally very knowledgeable, and possessed a high level of public trust. In a closed (traditional) system, such as library or scholarly collection, assertion of meaning and value by an individual was paramount for establishing trust among future users of that collection. The social consequences of abusing that trust were significant. In an open system of authorship, the opposite is true: A single person asserting meaning and value is suspect; it is the collective wisdom that creates trust. Again, the consequences of abusing of that trust is significant. When there is a “Google-bomb,” for instance – the deliberate and massive co-opting of a search term that is then linked to a single page, often for political or satirical purpose – Google immediately loses its authority relative to that search term. As well, the fact of the Google-bomb becomes known very quickly.

· The problem of making meaning and inferring reputation remains. Google makes one type of meaning that has proven to be immensely useful. Extending the “thinking” of the Google algorithms suggests that meaning and value emerges as a result of our collective behaviours and reactions to things we individually find meaningful, useful and trustworthy as we apply our judgment. PageRank is at once both a crude and sophisticated way of inferring meaning and value that is loosely related to the concept of reputation and the principle of academic citation.

A Brief (Critical) Riff on Reputation, Trust and Knowledge

· Once upon a time, determining the trustworthiness of purveyors of information and knowledge was relatively easy. People would wear a big sign saying, “I am certified as being a reputable source of knowledge in at least one discipline,” a.k.a. having one or more academic degrees, or being published in one or more peer-reviewed academic journals, or having books published by one or more academic presses. That has become problematic, as all three forms of certification have become suspect, and the reality of academic hegemony becomes more well-known. (e.g. see Weiner, 1998). The issue of knowledge-reputation remains: how does one establish credibility and reputation among one’s peers? Such acquisition of credibility and reputation occurs daily for each of us as part of the meaning-making process. I suggest that this is itself an “emergent information seeking problem” as discussed earlier in Foster (2004), and subject to the same processes and contexts. Hence, both the information and its sources have become subjects of research, a realization that begins to make problematic the former (current) academic hegemony.
Performing Cyber-Ethnography

· Whereas the common assumption is that physical co-presence is necessitated to establish a sense of community or closeness (gemeinschaft) the simple consideration of a large social gathering contradicts this assumption. Contrast this with the large social gathering in an online venue – either synchronous (e.g. chat), asynchronous (e.g. listserv or threaded forum), or distributed (e.g. loosely interlinked weblogs) in which closeness, intimacy, genuine caring and other evidence of social bonds develop quickly. Researchers tended towards the former view (i.e. necessity of physical co-presence) in relatively earlier research (mid-1980s through early 1990s), whereas the consensus has tended toward the latter view from the mid-1990s to today. There is substantive evidence that indicates strong relationships that transcend the cyber are regularly created in online environments, with feelings of responsibility, obligation, “wanting to give back to the community” (e.g. in medical support groups), and sharing of significant events – both joyous and unfortunate. (Thomsen, et  al., 1998)

· Ethnography, in the case of online communities, is a matter for text analysis, especially if archives are available of listserv postings, for example. However, strict text analysis is inadequate to perform good ethnography. Discourse analysis of “threads” or somewhat complete conversations is crucial to the online ethnographer. This is often assisted by the physical organization of posted threads (e.g. in a forum) or by the use of (automatically) quoted sections of prior emails. In many cases, an actual email in itself is relatively meaningless, taking on meaning only in relation to prior exchanges in the thread, or in the larger construct of the social norms, jargon, in-jokes, metaphors, dialects, abbreviations and acronyms, and other codes, symbols and affectations of the community. (Thomsen, et  al., 1998)

· Therefore, because the online-ethnographic researcher cannot “do a Spradely” to obtain clarification (posted FAQs notwithstanding) s/he must immerse her/himself in the community to be able to understand the natural language of the community. However, sampling emails, for example, may not be sufficient to understand the rhetorical nature of the shared experience of the community. A collective vision and understanding develops in the group over time, and in relation to seminal incidents, interchanges, controversies and debates. Certain otherwise benign keywords or keyphrases may hearken back to a particular incident, or invoke long-standing divisions among the group that will be missed by the “sampling” researcher. For example, what appears as a statement of fact may actually be an expression of fear, anxiety or anger, depending on the community history. (Thomsen, et  al., 1998)

· Interestingly, this draws conceptually from aboriginal-informed research: Online communities tend to be fairly narrow in their memberships, protective of their own, and mistrustful of outsiders with agendas, even though there is the appearance of anonymity. [Note that even the appearance of anonymity does not hold in these communities, since people become well-known as the persona they assume in the community. As people become vested in that persona, it becomes increasingly difficult to give up. What is mistaken as anonymity is the mapping between one’s cyber-identity and one’s physical identity, although this distinction is quickly vanishing, given the importance and economics of persistent reputation. See Rheingold, 1993; Turkle, 1995; Lessig, 1999.] 

· Ethical concerns: Is the online community, and any archives of conversations, emails, or forum threads, public or private spaces? Judged by traditional standards, “there is no privacy on the Internet”; all documents that are on publicly available websites are public documents. Judged by the perception of the participants who are experiencing the phenomenon of “publicy,” (the controlled revelation of otherwise personal, and sometimes intimate, information and behaviours by the individual themselves) they may well be considered as private when used for ethnographic research. Sensitivity analogous to that employed in aboriginal-oriented research would likely be an appropriate ethical approach.
Useful Technology ( Useful Research
Useful Technology = Useful Probes

· Miscellaneous research themes: There is an “Internet generation gap” that might be closed by training, socialization, easier search capabilities, retirement of old professors, etc. (Chermesh, 2002; Savolainen, 2004(!)) “Nintendo generation” students aren’t adopting the technology, but following the lead of their doctoral supervisors. (Covi, 2000) Researchers who use computer mediated communications are more likely to be collaborating with other researchers, and more aware of activities in their field. (Walsh, et  al., 2000) Internet search engines “rewrite history” by constant updating their indices of webpages. (Wouters, et  al., 2004) 

· “The content or uses of such media are as diverse as they are ineffectual in shaping the form of human association. Indeed, it is only too typical that the “content” of any medium blinds us to the characteristics of the medium” (McLuhan, 1964, p. 9).

· We are fascinated by our toys and their uses; we pay less attention to the changes and effects they impose on our interpersonal dynamics and societal/cultural structure. In the specific case of the Internet, one of the major effects vis-à-vis research (and framing interesting and important research questions) is that it highlights key issues that have been less obvious: How have we historically been constructing authority and credibility with respect to knowledge (now that anyone can contribute to “knowledge”)? What role does privilege play in establishing authority (now that anyone can be seen as an “authority”)? What have been the systemic barriers to acquiring knowledge (now that anyone can have relatively unfettered access – note that there is a strong move to close this “loophole”)?
Bonus – Computer as Toolkit (Software)

· Audacity: “Audacity is a free audio editor for Windows, Mac OS X and Linux. You can record sounds, play sounds, import and export WAV, AIFF, Ogg Vorbis, and MP3 files, and more. Use it to edit your sounds using Cut, Copy and Paste (with unlimited Undo), mix tracks together, or apply effects to your recordings.” http://audacity.sourceforge.net/

· Express Scribe: “Express Scribe is professional audio player software designed to assist the transcription of audio recordings. It is installed on the typist's computer and controlled using the keyboard (with 'hot' keys) and/or foot pedal controls. This program is free.” http://www.nch.com.au/scribe/

· Transana: “Transana is designed to facilitate the transcription and qualitative analysis of video and audio data. It provides a way to view video or play audio recordings, create a transcript, and link places in the transcript to frames in the video. It provides tools for identifying and organizing analytically interesting portions of video or audio files, as well as for attaching keywords to those video or audio clips. It also features database and file manipulation tools that facilitate the organization and storage of large collections of digitized video.” (Windows only) http://www2.wcer.wisc.edu/Transana

· CDC EZ-Text: “A (free, Windows only) software program developed to assist researchers create, manage, and analyze semi-structured qualitative databases. Data from respondents can be typed directly into the templates or copied from word processor documents. Investigators can interactively create on-line codebooks, apply codes to specific response passages, develop case studies, conduct database searches to identify text passages that meet user-specified conditions, and export data in a wide array of formats for further analysis with other qualitative or statistical analysis programs.” http://www.cdc.gov/hiv/software/ez-text.htm

· CDC AnSWR: “A software system for coordinating and conducting large-scale, team-based analysis projects that integrate qualitative and quantitative techniques.” (Larger scale, more modern than EZ-Text; free; Windows only) http://www.cdc.gov/hiv/software/answr.htm

· TAMS: TAMS Analyzer is a free coding and extraction program for qualitative research projects on Mac OS X 10.2. TAMS supports text, rtf, rtfd file formats; multiple coders; hierarchical codes; complex searching for information; inter-rater reliability tests; many options for formatting the output of searches; and easy export to Excel and other databases. http://www.macdownloads.com/info.php/id/8358 

· Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis software: http://caqdas.soc.surrey.ac.uk/links1.htm

· BiblioExpress: “BiblioExpress is a simple reference manager for researchers. It is the freeware edition of our flagship product - Biblioscape. BiblioExpress can be used to collect literature references of different types, to explore bibliographic resources on the Internet, as well as to serve as a free viewer of bibliographic data. BiblioExpress can format records in several popular styles, including ACS, APA, and MLA.” http://www.biblioscape.com/biblioexpress.htm
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