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Increasingly popular among a wide range of users, 
social network sites are quickly becoming a major 
mechanism of socialization. However, popular media 
accounts have linked these youth-initiated spaces to 
lowered academic learning, declining standards of 
literacy and threats to societal values based not only 
on unspecified definitions of "literacy" and "learning" 
but also on a lack of research about what young 
people actually do when they engage in social 
network sites. In this presentation, I argue that social 
network sites fulfill essential social learning functions, 
outlining results from one study of the online social 
networking practices of high school students from 
low-income families. This work illuminates the 
conversation about the boundaries between formal 
and informal learning that has featured prominently in 
debates about technology in education. Finally, I 
summarize one design project, a social networking 
application for high school and college students, in 
which we are investigating how knowledge of 
environmental science issues, interest and civic action 
strategies developed among the application's users.
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