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ABSTRACT 

Since the introduction of information and communication technologies, many consider the rise of social software a 
cultural phenomenon. This paper focuses on exploratory learning, from the student perspective. University level 
Audiovisual Arts students are presented with basic programming knowledge in the classroom and subsequently asked to 
develop a customised interactive multimedia game, acquiring knowledge and resources from Internet sources. 
Observation of this process has revealed a plethora of interesting points, including a wide variety of approaches used in 
task-completion, collaboration techniques and learning difficulties. Ultimately, oral presentation and written examination 
were used to reveal the depth and breadth of knowledge gained, for both knowledge covered by the courses syllabus, and 
experience gained through the research process. As social software technologies provide true and direct communication, 
interaction and research capabilities, the examination of creativity aspects in one of the most demanding application 
areas, may aid the identification of working and learning patterns which subsequently can be employed for the 
development of adaptive and user-customisable e-Education pedagogies and systems.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The introduction of the term “Social Software” signifies the importance of software, allowing users and 
community ontologies to exchange views, ideas, share digital content and interact directly or indirectly in 
real or virtual spaces and time. Theoretical and technological advances in the fields of information 
technology, networking and communications theory are employed to provide new methods, techniques and 
tools that furnish new systems with additional functionality, in an attempt to satisfy communication 
requirements. This changes the way users interact, think and create, as they are directly affected by the 
information society technologies and their capabilities. On the other hand, user knowledge and experience, 
network and operating system capabilities are only some of the factors that dictate which software a user will 
use to communicate, exchange ideas, share views and experience. The power of communication, in that 
sense, relies on the ability to exchange content, share ideas and collaborate across time and space (Jerry Lee, 
1989; Meyrowitz, 1985; Stanley, 2003), offering capabilities via the optimal selection and use of the 
appropriate communication tools for the task in hand. 

Since the introduction of information and communication technologies, many perceive the rise of social 
software as a cultural phenomenon, as it allows people to communicate independent of time and location 
(Arno Scharl, 2007; Bruce Girard, 2003; Gary, 2003; Joseph & Robert, 1997; Kanayama, 2003; Wilkinson, 
2004). Initially, a few privileged users had the opportunity to explore various synchronous and asynchronous 
forms of communication such as Internet relay chat networks and bulletin board systems. Although 
technologically outdated today, these systems are still kept in operation due to their wide user-base. One must 
not forget that the user has played the most significant role in the development of social software. This is a 
fact that the computer industry knows well, as they have many times tried to influence the users directly or 
indirectly, for example by providing “pre-loaded” software applications that the inexperienced user will use 
by default.  

Using social software for learning has always been one of the main drivers of technology(Barab, 2003; 
Dillenbourg, 2000; William, 2002). The development of networked e-Education technologies has evolved, 



since the introduction of affordable information systems. Today it is one of the principal application areas, 
utilising state-of-the art advances in the areas of multimedia, interaction, communication, HCI, artificial 
intelligence and ontologies. The design of most e-learning systems is based on user-centered supporting 
pedagogies and paradigms (Farkas, 2007). Note that the above methods are restricted by factors such as 
computational power, network bandwidth and other technological limitations. Beyond data-transmission, 
another more important and usually restrictive factor is that of communication. For educational systems, the 
ability of the system to identify when the message has been successfully transmitted and the user has 
acquired its full meaning is particularly desirable (Ioannis Deliyannis, 2002; M. F. W. Ioannis Deliyannis, 
2002). 

In traditional schools, students are capable - and in most cases encouraged - to perform their research 
beyond the classroom, in order to collect information on subjects of immediate interest. Although today this 
research is in most cases completed using search engines and e-Learning tools (Barab, 2003; Dillenbourg, 
2000; William, 2002), questions that arise in class are often being transferred through social software to other 
students and friends with whom they share the same problems and experiences, clearly expanding the user’s 
capabilities to locate information effortlessly. It is believed that these technologies will soon find their ways 
into schools, used to transfer knowledge and expertise on-demand. To identify methods of learning through 
the use of social software, it is necessary to move further from traditional teaching practices and observe how 
individuals employ various social software tools to satisfy their learning and research needs, at their own 
time. To do this, a compulsory assignment under the “Interactive Multimedia I” course was introduced, 
taught in the first half of the second year at the Department of Audiovisual Arts, Ionian University, observed 
the learning process and evaluated the creative results, learning curve and system-functionality.  

2. THE EXPLORATORY LEARNING ASSIGNMENT  

The purpose of the assignment was to reveal use-patterns of social software tools in order to collaborate, 
learn and complete a purely technical task and an original interactive multimedia game. It was introduced as 
a compulsory part of the course, directing student-artists to research and develop an original multimedia 
game with unique audiovisual theme and scenario. Their programming background and technical expertise 
was variable, yet all students had successfully completed the “Introduction to Digital Technology”, 
“Interactive Multimedia for the Information Society” and “Research Methodology” courses, which provided 
sufficient background knowledge in terms of the communication technologies for education, learning and 
research. The “Interactive Multimedia I” course lectures offered sufficient programming skills and a 
thorough introduction to a propriety multimedia-authoring environment, preparing the students for the task in 
hand. Students were given administrator rights on the university-owned computers, which provided only 
Internet access, the multimedia-authoring environment and basic communication tools including a WWW 
browser and an e-mail client. Each user downloaded and installed social software of their choice and a 
network ghost image was used to preserve system settings for each user account. Observation of the process 
and the results was performed using various methods, including a weekly program advisory session with 
recorded questions and answers, progress reports and ultimately the final written exam, which combined 
questions covering both taught and research-based material that the users should be aware of in order to 
complete the assignment.  

The first task included the completion of a ready-made game environment, in order to house the game 
needs. A game design plan was constructed specifying game features and characteristics such as the theme, 
functionality, interaction, levels, scoring and winning/losing conditions. Adobe Director was the multimedia 
development environment employed, permitting coding in a fully-featured language able to handle structured 
data-types, multimedia streams and data using the embedded “Lingo” programming language. Beyond the 
teaching sessions and the distribution of notes, students were informed that electronic programming aid was 
available on request, where they had to document and send their questions via e-mail. The majority of 
questions received regarded organisational, computer-access and deadline issues, which were dealt directly 
by the technicians and the lecturer. The rest were addressed by students who did not attend all the teaching 
sessions, requesting the source code, and in one instance, hardware/bandwidth limitations. 

The second stage involved the adaptation of the aesthetics and functionality of the environment based on 
a unique scenario that each student had to design, implement and present. This required additional computer 



skills, which students already possessed, in the areas of computer graphics composition, audio and image 
processing and photography. Most students downloaded their source audiovisual material from Internet 
sources and repositories, with the exception of three who created their own graphics and sounds.  

The examination process was designed to reveal what was learnt in each stage. Each student was asked to 
prepare a five-minute public presentation targeting system demonstration and answer questions from the 
lecturer and fellow students. The exam consisted of four distinct sections, each with sub-sections with equal 
weight in marks. The areas covered include the basic theory and programming taught in class, combined with 
questions that related to interaction design issues and programming skills necessary to complete the game. 
Note that students had to submit a working game in order to participate in the written exam, followed by a 
form stating that the work is their own. 

3. OBSERVATIONS AND DISCUSSION 

When student-use of social software was examined, it was observed that most users downloaded and 
installed person-to-person communication tools such as Internet messaging, VOIP and videoconferencing 
clients. Blogs and specialist WWW pages were heavily used for code sourcing, including the official website 
of the authoring environment. A small percentage of students went ahead and utilised advanced torrent search 
engines and clients, in an attempt to download tutorials and libraries. Note here that one of the main problems 
that users face today is that of wide software availability. Due to the plethora of applications, each with 
different features and characteristics, it is in most cases difficult even for experienced users to follow the 
developments and be able to select the most appropriate tool for their needs. Although software selection is in 
most cases a matter of compatibility, factors and experience, one may find that users are not fully aware of 
the full capabilities of the software employed in their systems.  

The statistics of the departmental proxy server that handled network traffic indicated that most students 
started coding directly, aided by online libraries and video-based courses on programming issues. Evidence 
of copied code from various Internet sources and repositories was detected via the use of the “iTurnitin” 
software, mainly in the form of code segments with specific functionality such as transitions, dynamic video 
and audio effects. Little use of the library and books was observed, as only five Adobe Director programming 
manuals were loaned, on a total of twenty-five students that participated. Also, students stated that they used 
e-mail messages to exchange code fragments, complete source and compiled versions of the work. Most 
students met the deadline and all of them had submitted the first stage after an extension of one week was 
given.  

Another observation is that when dealing with information technology projects, users tend to use more 
electronic sources for reference, while the use of printed material and manuals is greatly reduced. This was 
observed in both project stages. Copying of source code and copyrighted audiovisual material, without 
correct referencing to the source was also noted, raising questions about the originality of work presented in 
some cases, although students were well aware of the problems and dangers. When questioned about this 
issue, most students were unable to identify precisely which pieces of code were written by them, which were 
already provided and which were copied from others. 

From the computer science perspective, the quality of work presented was sufficiently high, given the 
difficulty of the assignment and student proficiency. The three top-marked works produced scalable JAVA 
and Shockwave games (Schmitt, 1997), which were published on the personal web page of the students. As it 
was also possible to compare the results from the year before, where the assignment was completed in eight 
lab sessions, with assistance from the lecturer. In that case, although students were able to directly answer 
questions, the majority failed to produce a presentation of sufficiently high standard. Amongst other issues 
examined one may identify the factors that lead users to select and use particular social software tools.  

4. CONCLUSION 

During the last two decades, the user has played the most significant role in the development of social 
software. Therefore for the development of new methodologies and systems it may be important to 
investigate first how users perceive technology, its capabilities and limitations. This research project was 



undertaken using a single focus group, comparing work-patterns, questions and end-results amongst group-
members. The study served as an initial investigative step that will be used to raise questions and identify the 
main conceptual ideas needed for a more detailed iterative application of Grounded Theory analysis. In that 
respect, working patterns and phenomena observed are recorded and subsequently used as the main research 
questions in the next research stage, similar to the research of (Dominic E. Madell, 2007) where two focus 
groups were used. From the above discussion it is evident that the use of social software in an exploratory 
learning role will most certainly prove highly important, as it provides the necessary tools to support 
communication, research, development and artistic creation. Until now, books and printed material are 
heavily used in most aspects of everyday life. Today entertainment content, instructions, knowledge and 
learning paradigms are being transferred to electronic media, that younger generations find easier to use. In 
order to build new and effective exploratory learning systems, it is important to view the educative process 
from a fresh perspective, away from practical limitations imposed by computer devices and technologies 
used today. When the first commercial television sets were marketed, the advertising idea was to introduce 
the new medium as “Radio with a Screen”. Today when many are asked to describe Internet broadcasting it 
is reduced to Internet TV, ignoring all the new social aspects that interactive communication has to offer, 
such as live chat and advanced interactive options. The same applies to most new technologies, including 
social software, which is perceived by many as “communications software”. It is important therefore to 
examine and evaluate learning new tools and technologies appropriately, particularly for those social 
software systems that have the ability to expand and enrich the user’s perspective in customised and complex 
areas of interest.  
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