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Introduction

For the love of God, this is fundamentally useless academic crap that I really hoped I would not have to take at
this stage in my education. I am going to be a college graduate in TWELVE MONTHS—with a shit-ton of
student loans, as you all know, I’m sure—and what am I supposed to do? Theorize about Foucault with my
potential employers? I mean, really, I could have taken a sound design course, or a film-editing course: I could
have honed a very real, very useful technical skill, but instead I was writing papers about Laura Mulvey and bell
hooks. Don’t get me wrong—this is VERY interesting material, but I’d rather go to my local library and study
this crap on my own, or maybe take this class when I’m independently wealthy. It feels like a waste of time and
money.

—Student evaluation for a course in media theory, Emerson College, fall 2015

This comment from a rising senior in a media theory course at Emerson College captures a tension that is present
across much of higher education, in the definition of useful knowledge. As the student points out, instead of honing
a “very real, very useful technical skill,” he was forced to learn things better suited for a wealthy patron of a public
library. The library, as a place of unapplied “book learning” is differentiated from the classroom, which is
characterized as a workshop for developing applied and useful skills. Knowledge for knowledge’s sake is set apart
from instrumental knowledge, and the idea of usefulness is specifically aligned with the cultivation of career skills.

This sentiment is nothing new. In fact, universities have been struggling with the notion of usefulness for nearly two
centuries. When Thomas Jefferson founded the University of Virginia in 1819, he sought to create an alternative to
the model of classical education promoted by established colleges such as Harvard by filling more than half the
curriculum with the sciences and mathematics. This was not because he thought students would become scientists
but because he desired for them to cultivate a useful way of thinking that promoted healthy “habits of mind.”  For
Jefferson, liberal learning was not simply about studying the classics of philosophy and literature but about building
the foundations for inquiry.

This was a paradigm shift. Jefferson established that learning, not the content learned, was the goal of education. In
1837, Ralph Waldo Emerson would reinforce this way of thinking in his address to the Phi Beta Kappa Society at
Harvard. “Colleges,” he said, “have their indispensible office—to teach elements. But they can only serve us, when
they aim not to drill, but to create; when they gather from far every ray of various genius to their hospitable halls,
and, by the concentrated fires, set the hearts of their youth on flame.” For Emerson, knowledge and action were
coupled. Knowledge was only useful insofar as it inspired the learner to take action in the world. “Forget this,” he
concluded, “and our American colleges will recede in their public importance, whilst they grow richer every year.”

But this idea of usefulness still did not address the fundamental elitism and exclusiveness of university education.
These institutions, only open to wealthy white men, didn’t teach skills to those who needed to work for a living.
Usefulness for Emerson was about personal freedom of the privileged learner to be and create in the world, but it
did little to address the structural biases that kept women and non-whites from the university’s hallowed halls. Some
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emerging black voices such as Booker T. Washington’s tried to steer universities towards skill-based education as
the only and best way to open up to African Americans.

This approach was famously challenged by W.E.B. DuBois. As the first black graduate of Harvard College, DuBois
reframed Emerson’s notion of usefulness in the context of racism and exclusion. “The aim of the higher training of
the college,” DuBois argued, “is the development of power, the training of a self whose balanced assertion will mean
as much as possible for the great ends of civilization. The aim of technical training on the other hand is to enable the
student to master the present methods of earning a living in some particular way.”  DuBois presents two very
different definitions of usefulness. One stabilizes knowledge for students to accommodate the world; the other
mobilizes knowledge for students to transform the world. DuBois warned that learners should never “mistake the
means of living for the object of life.”

In the present moment, institutions continue to struggle with how to provide “useful knowledge” to a sufficiently
wide range of students. Elitism and exclusivity is still largely in tact in university education. And any progress in
opening up the university to more diverse groups has been accompanied by growing student debt that can have
lifelong implications. Add to that the context of a digital culture, where information is nearly universal and accessible,
and the questions associated with useful knowledge in higher education takes on a renewed urgency.

How is useful knowledge framed within the confines of the contemporary university? How has digital culture
generally motivated colleges and universities to shift the way knowledge gets applied and to whom it is applied?
And how has the global mobility of information, goods, and people transformed how colleges and universities
understand their responsibility to educate?

To these questions, colleges and universities tend to respond in two somewhat contradictory ways: reinforcing the
usefulness of knowledge by offering more directly transferable job skills and sequestering the learner from the world
by ignoring application all together. Curricular offerings are too often neatly divided into applied skills on the one
hand and reflective knowledge on the other. Both of these approaches we deem insufficient responses to education
within a digital culture that has so significantly altered the everyday experience of knowing.

We argue that there needs to be a refocusing of the liberal arts away from usefulness and towards what we call
usability. Usability suggests knowledge characterized by its potentiality, in addition to its instrumentality. It is a term
most often associated with software, where it refers to the means of assessing the process of user-centered design.
User-centered design is a way of designing software, in dialogue with end-users, to assure that the result is clear,
efficient, and meaningful. For the purpose of the present argument, the usability of knowledge refers to the process
of creating and sharing knowledge that takes the learner, and the learner’s place in the world, into consideration.
Usability suggests that knowledge is open-ended, capable of accommodating a range of user experiences, and
appropriately cultivated within the social experience of learning.

Figure 1. Distinction between usefulness and usability of knowledge

In this paper, we argue that the usability of knowledge is the most compelling metric through which to assess the
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value of liberal learning in the modern university. The distinction between usability and usefulness is one of framing,
rather than content. The direct application of knowledge is still emphasized, just not predominantly tied to specific
career goals; knowledge may have instrumental value, but it is presented in an expressive context; the efficient
retention of facts is important, but understanding how facts get interpreted and put into practice is more important;
and the individual learner matters, but, as John Dewey has argued, the process of learning is always social, and the
value of knowledge is its being put into practice in the social world.

Usability, regardless of discipline, is a productive way of applying the value of liberal learning. It suggests that the
learner, through practice, is comfortable with the application of knowledge in a range of contexts. Usability, we
argue, is the pedagogical framing of what Danielle Allen and Jennifer Light understand as the pathway from voice to
influence.  They, along with the contributors to their collected volume by the same name, focus on the civic
relationships that cultivate citizenship. In order to move beyond the legal connotations of citizenship, they use the
term “civic agency.” They are interested in the informal and often participatory mechanisms in which young people
pursue political efficacy, regardless of legal status. While they don’t explicitly refer to higher education, their
framework productively resists the notion of “good citizenship” that has long been at the core of liberal learning. We
see usability as the way to discuss this path from voice to influence within higher education. It expands the focus
from a range of educational outcomes, such as knowledge of great books and employability, to educational
practice. The purpose of usability is to empower young people to apply knowledge and skills to the social, cultural,
and political problems their communities face.

In order to make this more concrete, we provide examples from our own teaching and research at Emerson College
and suggest that the lessons are reproducible and transferable. For the last several years, we have been working in
a field of study and practice called “civic media.” In our 2016 book by the same name, we define civic media as “the
technologies, designs, and practices that produce and reproduce the sense of being in the world with others toward
common good.”  On one hand, civic media implies all the deliberate uses of digital tools and practices that foster
social change or civic cohesion. And on the other hand, it represents the range of mediated practices through which
knowledge is usable for social action.

Civic media provides a rich example space through which to present and practice liberal learning. It challenges the
very notion of usefulness by emphasizing the expressive, interpretive, and social applications of knowledge. It is a
sandbox for the usability that Jefferson, Emerson, and DuBois imagined but in a way that would not have been
possible in their time. Civic media, understood thusly, can introduce a kind of flexibility and access to information
that can pave a path from knowledge and voice to influence.

Civic Media

The student quoted at the start of this paper is speaking within a culture that is increasingly responsive to his
immediate needs, where on-demand content and user feedback define his interactions with people and institutions.
He is also speaking within a culture that is catered to and definitive of his identity and sense of belonging,  and an
institution that is increasingly forced to quantify, to fee-paying parents and debt-ridden students, their “return on
investment.”  The institutions that once defined public life—the government, the school, the university, the church—
are being shaped by a personalized media layer, where immediacy and instrumental use value are more likely to
define purpose.

In its attempt to be responsive to ubiquitous media culture, higher education has generally acted unevenly. This is
due partly to the inability of colleges and universities to adequately respond to the fast-paced evolution of
technologies in society  because of the rigidity of educational structure, including credit models and in-classroom
focus on text-based learning. But there are a host of examples in more informal settings that demonstrate how
knowledge can be more connected to practice and social action. The MacArthur-funded Digital Media and Learning
network has provided an important set of research papers and initiatives to this end. For example, Jenkins et al.
seek to understand “young people’s deeply felt interests and identities in the service of achieving the kind of civic
voice and influence that is characteristic of participatory politics.”

While they don’t specifically refer to liberal learning in higher education, Jenkins et al. introduce participatory politics
as a space for the application of knowledge. They look at how young people are engaging in political and civic
discourse through the tools and processes they have available to them in digital culture. The range of technologies,
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designs, and practices in this context can be called “civic media.” Henry Jenkins, the co-founder of the

Massachusetts Institute of Technology’s Center for Civic Media, and one of the editors of this special journal issue,

defined civic media in 2007 as “any use of any medium which fosters or enhances civic engagement.”  This is a

generative definition that has provided an open canvas for thinking about the range of mediated practices that

compose civic life.

We have adopted the term to frame our own research practice.  And increasingly, we have adopted the values

inherent in the term to frame our teaching practices and approaches to curriculum. Civic media depends on usable
knowledge. As a practice, it is participatory, active, responsive to context, and social. And as a topic and process of

education, it represents the necessary correlation between knowing and acting, between voice and influence, that

should be at the core of liberal arts pedagogy.  Civic media represents usability beyond usefulness. It is media in

service to the possibility of action-taking in the world.

Figure 2. Usability Framework. Strategy for producing usable knowledge in the context of civic media

Teaching and learning through civic media provides a strategy for usable knowledge production that involves the

learner getting information, experiencing it through critique, discussion, and experimentation, and reflecting on it

through taking action in the world. This is represented in the usability framework that represents a clear path

between knowledge and action (see fig. 2). In the sections that follow, we explore how civic media provides a

context for thinking about usable knowledge, as opposed to the increasingly narrow and instrumentalized “useful”

knowledge. Importantly, we connect these efforts to critical media literacy movements of the past. We then discuss

how we have applied civic media at Emerson College in Boston to expand institutional structures that support the

usability of knowledge across the city.

Digital Literacy and the Usability Framework

There has been a robust scholarly debate about how prepared the “born digital” generation is for participation in

public life. The term “digital native”  has been used widely, and perhaps loosely, to support narratives of an

empowered generation of young citizens armed with digital fluencies and production skills. But there is increasing

concern about how this fluency translates into “reflective practice.” John Dewey cautioned, “We do not learn from

experience… we learn from reflecting on experience.”  In today’s digital culture, where a proliferation of tools and

platforms have allowed college students to engage in more hands-on learning, the role of colleges and universities

must be to make the learner more aware of the reflective practice that accompanies the experiences of engaging in

the real world.

There is evidence that young people are using a wide variety of digital media to participate in public discourse, from

making memes and curating digital content to “liking” political speech. But a recent wave of research has

highlighted college students’ lack of preparedness to understand, reflect, and activate the knowledge they receive.

They struggle with the abundance of information presented to them through digital media.  They struggle to

differentiate quality and intent of messaging.  And they are subject to overconfidence in their ability to critically

navigate and assess information online.

Framing content through the lens of civic media provides an opportunity for students to learn with and about the
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media, such that they are encouraged to transfer knowledge into action. It puts problem-based learning at its core,
which Hmelo-Silver defines as “focused, experiential learning organized around the investigation, explanation, and
resolution of meaningful problems.”  It also acknowledges that students are being educated in a context of
collapsing media industries, a post-print media culture, and a transforming political discourse. It embraces a range
of media and digital literacies that address the learner’s needs. When students are asked to think about a YouTube
campaign like the “It Gets Better Project”  or how youth in New York City fought to change the Stop and Frisk
policies through social media activism,  they understand knowledge in service of social change. Likewise, when
they are asked to activate what they know through the tools they have available, they understand how knowledge
can be usable. This approach places the learner at the center of the mediated equation and reinforces the flexibility
of media as a tool and canvas for expression in contemporary culture.  Dewey noted that “education is a social
process; education is growth; education is not preparation for life but is life itself.”  In digital culture, liberal learning
must engage the learner as a “participant” that is connected to daily life through gathering information, practice, and
reflection.

Civic media is responsive to a range of media and digital literacies that have come before it. Influences range from
the Frankfurt School,  to critical theories of political economy and hegemony,  to more recent work by Neil
Postman, Douglas Rushkoff, and contemporaries. All of this work in some way seeks to aid young people in
“deconstructing injustices, expressing their own voices, and struggling to create a better society.”  It resonates
with Freire’s conscientização—or “critical consciousness”—in which individuals develop the ability to perceive their
social reality “not as a closed world from which there is no exit, but as a limiting situation which they can
transform.”

Civic media are “not just tools for critical thinking, but essential components of the civic process; not just the means
for exercising one’s democratic power, but also for finding out where that power lies.”  This is usable knowledge. It
asks the learner to acquire and exercise agency, both individual and social, and to negotiate the boundaries
between the two. The result is a learner that realizes the possibilities and limitations of individual actions and
recognizes the need to balance competing agendas and manage limited resources. While this can certainly be
applied to the cultivation of career skills, the usability framework, where knowledge is actionable, expressive, and
grounded in reflective practice, can and should be applied to the complete spectrum of liberal learning.

In the next section, we focus on our experience at the Engagement Lab at Emerson College in Boston.  In
particular, we discuss the creation of the Boston Civic Media consortium, which is a citywide effort to connect
faculty and organizational partners across institutions to advance the paradigm of usable knowledge.

Making Usable Institutions

Media education pioneer Len Mastermann saw media education as “an essential step in the long march toward a
truly participatory democracy and the democratization of our institutions.”  And yet, today, students are entering
into institutions that remain by and large closed systems. Despite what we are saying about the need for a clear path
from knowledge to action, the traditional classroom structure, designed to discipline knowledge, continues to be
dominant.  Transforming liberal learning through the frame of civic media requires not only a change in how and
where the learner learns but also in how the university is connected to the world. While students have ample
opportunities for internships—for the useful application of knowledge towards the “means of living”—they have
many fewer opportunities for the application of knowledge towards what DuBois called “the object of life.” The
classroom—set apart from the world in space and time—does not lend itself to this sort of meaning-making. Most
classrooms are designed with a specific and quite limited functionality that reinforces the utility of knowledge
transfer, not action taking. Colleges and universities, even with all their efforts to adjust curriculum to remain
relevant, have been slow to transform the primary interface between teacher and learner—the classroom and
classroom-centered education.

One way in which we have attempted to address this problem is through the Boston Civic Media (BCM)
consortium.  We launched this effort in 2015 with the distinct aim to create partnerships and synergies between
higher education and community groups in order to normalize more applied, flexible, and usable models for
learning.  BCM is a forum for university faculty and their partners in community-based organizations, advocacy
groups, and government who are interested in new forms of civic agency and how they intersect with the classroom.
Faculty come from a range of disciplines, including communications, media studies, visual art, sociology, public
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health and design. This group of more than forty faculty from fifteen Boston area universities and fifty community

and government partners represents a real desire to rethink pedagogical structures at the core of education.

Through the lens of civic media, BCM has taken a very important first step in creating a space where the

assumptions of liberal learning can be collaboratively challenged by those working for social change inside and

outside the academy.

BCM applies a usability framework in a few distinct ways. It focuses on partnered pedagogies where classrooms

and communities partner to collectively work on solving big problems on local and global scales. These partnerships

are anchored by shared responsibility, the development of a set of guidelines to facilitate mutual expectations, and

embedding student learning experience in an applied framework. This goes beyond models of service learning

connected to the traditional usefulness frame of liberal learning, where students often engage in isolated and short-

term acts of support for a community in need. The partnered pedagogy model is designed to facilitate long-term

collaboration and allow for students to work with community partners through co-design methodologies. Learning in

this context is designed to move beyond the classroom and beyond knowledge as service. BCM, in its various

collaborations, has become a kind of laboratory for experimentation with usable knowledge.

In addition to partnered pedagogy, the consortium works to provide collaborative curricula across academic

intuitions to facilitate more agile and diverse learning experiences. Faculty are now working to create cross

institutional courses and course modules that combine students from different institutions with opportunities to

engage in different approaches to liberal learning. A civic engagement course at one institution, for example, is

partnering with a design studio course at another institution in an attempt to get students to engage in dialog at the

intersection of theory and practice, of knowledge and action. To support these cross-curricular initiatives, BCM has

created an online syllabus repository  and is beginning to enroll students across universities. The conversations in

this group, including those focused on the impact of semester cycles on community partnerships and limitations of

classroom learning, has inspired much of the thinking behind this article.

These conversations, and the usability framework that resulted, have implications well beyond the media fields.

Community partnerships, sharing of syllabi and students, and the consideration of the standards for mutual value in

collaborative research are certainly not unique to media and technology. But media and technology have inspired a

conversation about the structural integrity of the university, just as they have inspired this conversation in nearly

every other content-related industry. As information becomes ubiquitous through increasingly accessible production

and sharing technologies, the benefits of information are being reconsidered. The newspaper industry is struggling

with the value of news and the value of paper. Higher education, likewise, is struggling with the value of knowledge.

BCM is creating a space for the usability of knowledge in a way that individual programs or even individual

universities could not. Indeed, the network may be more capable than the institution of forging a path from

knowledge to action.

In this sense, the importance of BCM is perhaps more conceptual than practical. The interest in such an effort has

largely been motivated by a perceived lack of institutional responsiveness to the needs of learners, both enrolled

students and community members, who are struggling to discover how knowledge can support their work in the

world. When community-based organizations, government, and non-governmental organizations have a sustained

and sustainable relationship with faculty partners, there is much greater likelihood that education is comprised of

meaningful practices, not just practicing for meaning later on.

Conclusion

Colleges and universities are at a crossroads. Education is becoming increasingly expensive just as the discourse of

universal college access is gaining traction. Students and their parents are demanding a clearly articulated value

proposition, and colleges and universities are defaulting to a narrative of instrumental usefulness. This is partly

motivated by a digital culture where information, people, goods and services are more mobile and accessible than

ever before. More people are asking the question, “if information is so accessible, what’s the value of a four-year

college experience?”

There is need to move beyond the traditional answers: “In college, you will be trained for a career in x,” or “In

college, you will be exposed to a diversity of ideas and learn how to think.” Each of these responses is positioned in

relation to a definition of usefulness that is purely instrumental. Knowledge either is useful or has no interest in being
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useful. To break from that binary, the notion of usability, taken from the computer sciences, more accurately
captures use value in a digital culture. Through the example of civic media, and inspired by Allen and Light’s
formulation of voice to influence, we argue that learning takes place through accessing information, experiencing it
through dialogue, critique, and experimentation, and then ultimately putting it into practice through reflective action
in the world. We describe how this is building off of a range of literacy movements in secondary and higher
education. And we demonstrate that this discourse has significant implications for the larger discussions about
liberal learning.

Finally, we argue that the usability of knowledge is not something taking place within individual institutions; it is
necessarily networked and connective. The example of Boston Civic Media demonstrates one effort to realize this.
Colleges and universities, in order to stay relevant in the twenty-first century, need to see themselves as the
connective tissue in a local, regional, and global context of learning, experiencing and acting.
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