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Our work involves developing ethnographic case studies (Merriam, 1998) of teenagers who participate in out-of-school 
programs provided by the Hive NYC Learning Network, a community of 70+ institutions including museums, libraries, and 
community-based organizations in New York City. In Hive NYC programs, youth engage in digital media-based project work 
designed to cultivate 21st century literacies and empowered civic identities. Our work has been supported by developing 
social learning ecology (SLE) maps of our youth. An SLE may be described as the assemblage of family adults, 
non-family adults and peers that provide material, instructional, emotional, brokering and institutional 
forms of support that are consequential to the initiation or sustainment of a youth’s interest-related digital 
media making pursuit(s) (Ching, Santo, Hoadley & Peppler, 2014). Here, we present a way to visualize a single youth’s 
SLE and discuss the potential utility of such maps for characterizing how supportive individuals in a young person’s milieu 
may contribute to the development of interest-driven pathways and trajectories. 
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Establishing a Youth-Articulated Social Support Framework 

Social Learning Ecology Maps as Data Displays 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
	  

Arduino microcontroller 
+ Processing coding  
+ Game design  
+ Skateboarding 

Context of Investigation: Hive NYC Learning Network 

Clockwise from left to right: Hive NYC homepage; Hive NYC member organizations as of 
March 2014; photo from a summer Hive program. 
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•  Semi-structured interviews with 9 high school students or 
recent high school graduates (5 males;  4 females; all 
from non-dominant communities) 

•  Interview protocol informed by Learning Ecology 
framework (Barron, 2004, 2006).General sequence:  

          1. Identified a specific digital media making interest; 
          2. Inquired about helpful individuals (see right); 
          3. Asked how each individual was helpful. 
•  Transcript excerpts describing support were isolated and 

then inductively coded to form five general categories and 
exemplary roles. 

Making Cross-case Comparisons 

Highlighting Change 
 at Critical Time Points 

Identifying Auxiliary 
Support 

Identifying Multi-supportive 
relationships 

Clarifying Diversity of Sources 

Auxiliary support refers to instances 
in which more than one support 
provider plays similar supportive 

roles. 
 

Having multiple sources of similar support 
(or a high density of support; see Barron et 
al., 2009) is a desirable characteristic for 

obvious reasons.  

SLE maps allow one to determine which 
individuals provide support from more than one 

category.  
 

Researchers have discussed thick and multi-stranded (Moll, 
Amanti, Neff & Gonzales, 1992), and uniplex and multiplex or 
multi-stranded (Stanton-Salazar, 2001, 2011) relationships 
and generally agree that multi-supportive relationships may 

signify a deeper and more enriched youth-provider 
relationship. When providers have a more multifaceted 

awareness of a young person, they are more likely to offer 
not only more but also more helpful forms of support.  

Emotional 
General and interest-specific 

encouragement   

Brokering 
Connecting to resources, people, 

future learning opportunities
  

•  Provides encouragement to 
persist. 

•  Pledges general/future 
support. 

•  Follows activity. 
•  Positively recognizes. 

•  Tells youth about opps. 
•  Helps youth obtain opps. 
•  Advises how to link interest 

to college or career goals. 
•  Introduces youth to 

individuals. 

Identifying Supportive People & Roles 

“Where you do this? Tell me a story…” 

“How is she helpful to you?”… 

“Who in your life… 
-  Provides equipment? 
-  Teaches you things? 
-  Etc.” 

In this section, we demonstrate the affordances of using data displays of youth self-reported social support at a given time point. Overall, SLE maps offer a 
methodological scaffold for understanding the social support component of youth engagement in interest-driven pursuits. Visualizing a young person’s 
SLE in this way, especially when paired with other qualitative and quantitative data, raise important issues concerning the kinds of supportive ecologies 
necessary for sustained interest-driven learning. 

Abstract 

By asking youth about their social 
support around certain activities at 
various times in their lives, one can 

detect changes in their social support.  
 

Critical time points include “peak experiences, 
nadir experiences, turning points, important early 

scene, important other scenes, challenges, 
positive influences, negative influences, positive 
futures, and negative futures” (Polman & Miller, 
2010) . This has revealed a pattern of support 
availability among Hive youth that we call the 

“post-program slump” (Ching, D., Santo, Hoadley, 
& Peppler, 2014).  

SLE maps allow one to determine the 
diversity of sources, in terms of the 

degree to which providers come from 
different settings.  

 
This is important for the robustness and resiliency of 

one’s social learning ecology because it may allow 
for people and sources of support to drop out of a 

social learning ecology (temporarily or permanently) 
due to general life course changes (i.e., graduating 

from high school, finishing an out-of-school program, 
moving, etc.) without instrumentally affecting a 

youth’s ability to draw upon the necessary support 
to continue pursuing an interest.  

When considering the contextual factors that 
may have contributed to differences in 

furthering young people’s pursuits of interest-
driven activities, we find that examining and 

perhaps even comparing their SLE maps could 
offer some compelling clues.  

 
Cross-case comparisons may also help us consider how 

factors such as auxiliary support, diversity of sources and 
multi-stranded support contribute to a young person’s 

long term engagement in an activity. 

Material 
Access to material resources 

(equipment, software, hardware 
tools, supplies etc.) 

•  Buys or lends out resources. 
•  Let’s youth use resource at 

provider’s space (i.e., home, 
office, etc.)   

	  

Knowledge Building 

Knowledge- and skill-building 
support   

•  Teaches/provides info. 
•  Gives feedback. 
•  Helps generate ideas. 
•  Collaborates with youth. 
•  Imparts cultural knowledge.

  
	  

Institutional 

Involving institutionally-linked 
resources or mechanisms. 

•  Structured or formalized 
way to engage with interest. 

•  Provides institutional 
affiliation.   

	  

Freélyn Sapphire 
Domenico is an 

18-year-old female 
of Dominican 

heritage interested 
in graphic design 
and filmmaking. 	  

Krissy is an 18-
year-old female 
of Dominican-

Pakistani 
heritage 

interested in 
filmmaking. 	  

Summary of method: 
•  Youth “social support” interviews (see lower left) were coded 

for resource providers and types of support provided. 
Descriptive information such as primary setting of support 
provision (i.e., home, school, after school program, etc.), 
provider relationship to focal youth (i.e., family/non-family/
adult/peer), short description of provider. 

•  A visual representation of this information was then created 
using Excel and checked with focal youth. 

Examining Nature of Support 
Providers 

SLE maps record relevant characteristics of 
support providers, including a short description, 
the primary context of support provision (home, 
school, afterschool, n/a); and the relationship to 
the focal learner (Family Adult, FA; Family Peer, 

FP; Non-Family Adult, NFA; Non-Family Peer, NFP).  
 

Family members, and in particular parents, have been 
reported to be an important source of support and 

resources (Barron et al., 2009). 


