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Interview 
 
 

John Roder  
University of Auckland 

 
 

CN: John I wonder if you could tell us a bit about what you’re currently 
working on?  
 
My interests are quite diverse taking in amongst other things questions 
around ethical practice, what constitutes leadership, participation in 
communities of practice, changing views of literacy in a digital age, learning 
stories, assessment, eportfolios… I think you get the idea. Central to all of 
these are questions about what the evolving digital age and our relationship 
to information and communication in this age means for learning, not just 
what it means for formal education in early childhood settings, school age or 
higher education tertiary settings but also in the informal lifelong ‘out of 
school’  contexts.  
 
For this interview though I’ll draw attention to a theme I’ve become 
interested in recently that comes from the New York Times foreign 
correspondent and ex academic, Thomas Friedman. Friedman has written a 
variety of books, and whilst I don’t agree with his politics, I would 
recommend his often quoted work The World is Flat (2005). Friedman puts 
forward the idea that as regards the Internet we’ve missed the point, using a 
number of provocative phrases he suggests that while we’ve been sleeping 
the world has fundamentally changed or in this case flattened by digital 
telecommunications. He relates how strange it is that while living in the 
everyday you find that you’ve missed something enormously significant. 
Given his fondness for superlatives this is obviously contestable, but I will 
elaborate on that further on. For me personally I realised that this has been 
happening in respect to my construct of elearning. At one point I thought I 
had been keeping up with the game but about a year and a half ago I 
realised that I wasn’t really part of it at all. I was somewhat stuck in the 
orthodoxy of how we integrate ICT into school settings and was missing how 
the very core questions were changing. As teacher educators I think we get 
so busy that we forget that we should sometimes stop working in an 
environment, step back and perhaps play there instead: be something else 
in it. The problem is, and a number of authors like Friedman make this point, 
we have stopped playing the kid in the way we immerse ourselves in new 
spaces. Mark Prensky for example draws attention to the highly 
sophisticated learning that goes on in the full immersion experiences 
associated with online games. I am not saying we need to engage in online 
gaming but many adults are unlikely to recognise these informal learning 
environments as learning or perhaps even think there is any learning to be 
had in ‘play’. More significantly I suspect many are unlikely to see the need 
to be playful in our learning and the way we enter potentially new 
environments like the Internet. ‘Isn’t there a course you can do for that’ is a 
familiar  assumption. 
 
CN: Could you explain this notion of play a bit more? 
 
In respect to the Internet, what I mean by not playing the kid anymore is that 
we are not putting in the time to fully engage in what the World Wide Web 
offers us as educators. What I had initially missed was the move from the 
first generation of the web to its second generation, the ‘social web’ or 



 

- 4 - 

what’s more commonly called Web 2.0 I did wake up in the end and started 
my own living in Web 2.0, where although not feeling I need a Facebook or 
MySpace identity, I now have a kind of personal learning environment where 
numerous web connections and ‘feeds’ pipe information to me from blogs I 
follow, wikis I participate in, slideshows, and photos and videos I view, 
create, share or comment upon. Digital media, that is blogs, YouTube and 
the like are changing the face of how we interact with each other and use 
language on the web. It is highly visual. It is associative rather than linear in 
the way bits of the web link together. You don’t often get to turn the page 
that same way as in a book. In my case there are numerous web based 
activities and communities I contribute to and learn about through my own 
online participation. My learning has been purposeful and can be seen as 
immersion in a flow of engaging and interrelated experiences. It has required 
attitudes that favour risk taking and persistence and most definitely a certain 
playfulness to build the new media and navigation literacies (and this time I 
am not referring to online games).  
 
I have just written a book chapter on learning in Web 2.0 with a colleague of 
mine Tony Hunt in which I ask questions (and provide some answers) about 
the kinds of shifts in curriculum I think the digital age demands and what it 
would seem it also affords the means to support. The book won’t be in print 
for another couple of months but Google Terry Freedman + Coming of Age 
to have a look at a free ebook which covers some of the Web 2.0 territory. 
Yes – this is a different Freedman who actually is a teacher I believe. 
 
CN: Could you explain a bit more about Friedman and the effect of 
increased knowledge sharing? 
 
I’ll expand a little further on the nature of Web 2.0 and its opportunities, but 
first I want to return to my recent experiences associated with Friedman and 
how his ‘while you’ve been sleeping’ notion shifts up a gear into “honey, I’ve 
discovered the world is flat”. He tells this story in a talk he gave at MIT in 
Boston Massachusetts (this is found in a podcast on the Web listed in 
iTunes, or Google Friedman + MIT). In fact if you take the time to find and 
download a podcast, then this becomes part of my point; reading an author 
through the medium of their writing in a book is just one way to engage with 
their message in today’s connected world. Friedman begins by saying 
something like he was working for Discovery Channel on a story in the 
Middle East tracing the roots of 9/11 and the American vs Muslim world 
conflict, when there was a news flare up in the U.S. over increasing 
globalisation and the move towards outsourcing. While Friedman initially 
wasn’t sure what to drop he had an idea about how he could research the 
world’s disillusionment with America. He thought he might interview the 
people who worked in the call centres of Bangalore, the outsourcing capital 
of India, to see what they thought of Americans as they went about their call 
centre business with many Americans. 
 
Arriving in Bangalore in February 2004 it was there he began to realise the 
globalisation story had changed. While in Bangalore he met an array of 
businessmen: an entrepreneurial accountant who wanted to do his taxes, a 
software programmer who wanted to write code for his business 
applications, radiologists who wanted to read his x-rays and even someone 
who wanted to trace his lost luggage on Delta Airlines. When he was greeted 
by a person responsible for half a million United States (US) tax returns, he 
realised that everyone he met was providing services that people in America 
thought were happening in their own local city or state.  
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How had this happened? In the early days of the dot.com industry an 
extensive network of fibre optics had been laid around the world. The 
outcome of this was a revolution in the cost of telecommunications. 
Communicating and sharing information costs are now miniscule. I do not 
agree with all of Friedman’s conclusions, and always try to exercise some 
healthy scepticism but the thing is that he has grasped that the world is now 
very connected: access to information and communication is now largely 
taken for granted and this clearly has the potential to fundamentally change 
how we see ourselves in the world. This is a much longer story than space 
here allows but it begs numerous questions about how we learn in this new 
world, how we engage in forming our personal identities, in the communities 
we belong to and just who we are able to interact with.  
 
CN: Why does this make any difference to us playing with the Internet 
and in our approaches to learning? 
  
I better quickly add here before going on I am using the term play here in a 
very loose way. I’ll give you an example of just how empowering learning 
informally through this connected world can be. I had a bit of this new level 
of telecommunication experience when I was in the US a few months ago for 
the AERA (American Education Research Association) conference. The first 
thing I did when I arrived in New York was to buy a phone from the local 
mobile shop. I knew about global roaming but also knew it was extremely 
expensive to operate. What I found out about when I was exploring options 
with a savvy young Kazakhstan immigrant working in a T-Mobile shop in the 
Upper West Side was that I could buy a reasonably cheap phone and a $10 
sim card, $5 of which went back onto my account and pay less than $50 for 
a month contract which gave me something like 600 free minutes during the 
day, unlimited time at night and on the weekend and five favourite phone 
numbers that I could ring any time of day or night for nothing. At the same 
time I bought the equivalent of a $10 internet call card which meant I could 
ring New Zealand and talk for usually half an hour to an hour and that would 
never cost me more than a dollar. By purchasing that phone which I now use 
back here, I was instantly connected at what felt like no cost to all the 
universities that we were visiting and to potential multiple others where a 
phone call meant ease of access to people, information and problems 
solved. You could even text Google for instance. Also while in New York I 
could use my laptop as I was able to continue my online teaching at nights 
after my visits to various universities. In other words I connected with 
whoever I wished and continued to teach as if I was in New Zealand. 
 
CN: How else did using this connectivity affect your visit? 
 
My visit was focused on the uses of eportfolios in higher education. It began 
in New York and picked up Universities in Storrs Connecticut, Boston, 
Milwaukee and San Francisco with stop-overs in Los Angeles and Chicago. 
Three weeks and with eight people were in my party to keep in touch with, 
and some parts of the tour not confirmed or fully arranged beforehand, can 
you imagine the difference if we didn’t have mobile communication or access 
to information on the Internet. Between the laptop and the phone it meant we 
arrived very much aware of what was happening in the places we visited, 
who was involved and so on.  

My major coup and this takes us back now to a more explicit reference to 
play, was how my abilities to find and connect enabled me to contact various 
people associated with research and informal learning. This included 
contacting and arranging a visit to MIT (Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology). MIT is considered the number one creative engineering 
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university in the world and there I visited Media Lab, set up by Nicholas 
Negroponte and Seymour Papert. Negroponte is probably best known for his 
seminal book Being Digital (1995) where he predicted the shift from a world 
focused on the bits and atoms of our physical reality to bytes and 
convergence with digital realities. Negroponte is currently heading the OLPC 
(One Laptop Per Child) project which ambitiously aims to put a laptop in the 
hands of every child in a third world country. These laptops require less 
infrastructural support to connect and can do much of what I am doing on 
laptops at a price of only $500. When we met some of those involved with 
the project they spoke about how children play in the digital world with 
powerful ideas. Papert originally coined the term mindstorms to capture a 
sense of how emancipatory play influences learning.  
 
On the day we visited MIT we were initially hosted by one Jay Silver, a 
student who had designed a small electronic circuit that could be attached to 
an ordinary pencil. If you Google you will probably find his circuit and the 
couple of dollars of parts needed to make it. When he drew with his 
electronic pencil, he was actually drawing a symphony of visual sound. Out 
of the pencil came all the music as it figured out the resistance in the 
graphite and that in turn triggered the sound. I mention this as it was just one 
of many different wonderful new toys that have been developed this year at 
MIT.  
 
The point I want to make is that it was through me playing and sharing ideas 
and community building on the phone and the Internet that got me there in 
the first place. Playing with ideas is what happens at MIT. In turn play has 
close links to Early Childhood Education and it was no accident that the 
research team Jay belonged to in Media lab was known as ‘Kindergarten 
Lab’ because of its connections with lifelong learning.  
 
CN: So technology has changed our ability to communicate and 
through playing with the technology we get places – how does this 
connect with other aspects of education? 
 
In education things have been changing very fast. What has happened is 
that in less than ten years the curriculum has moved from being a body of 
knowledge that is transmitted to the student, to an emergent curriculum. 
There have been many changes however especially with the advent of Web 
2.0 (this is a concept of the web as an interactive online community as 
opposed to any technical upgrade). In Web 2.0 it is accepted you don’t have 
to be a programmer anymore to create and access knowledge that exists on 
the web. In Web 2.0, learning comes from being creative, imaginative and 
participating in an online community. This approach gives you the social 
cultural space to re-form and remake knowledge. In the online forums if you 
want to get inside my world this you can do if I set up the means for this to 
happen.  
 
CN: What does this mean if we talk about the practical here and now? 
 
The thing is you have to get online and look and engage with the new tools 
that are available. Try going to de.lic.ious – a social bookmarking site. On 
de.lic.ious you may have someone you know there such as John Roder. You 
can then start to look at what it is that he’s interested in and here we can find 
his bookmarks. We can see in Roder’s profile references to Freire and digital 
research and begin to figure out who John Roder is. These bookmarks are 
there because I, John Roder, chose to put this up. So everything I do and 
research I put on the web through de.lic.ious. This means that my knowledge 
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isn’t just collected and witheld, it is seen as a democratised space. In effect it 
is removing the institutional restrictions to learning. 
 
CN: Is there anyone else researching this field at present? 
 
I’m following lots of others on this topic but the main one is probably Steven 
Downes. Downes has described this Web 2.0 concept as many others have, 
as a ‘tipping point.’ Now we have a whole world that has gone open source 
the benefit is what comes back to you. You can’t kind think in the old way of 
‘holding information’ this is another view of community. The important thing 
is that when people are inside this space there is something different in the 
way they see what’s going to happen so they quite happily give away. 
 
CN: What difference does this make to the way you teach? 
 
I am coming to that but what’s more important than this giving away is the 
way I can tell my class how to find my site, John Roder, and they learn how I 
have set this up. The whole idea is that you are connected to spaces where 
things happen to people behind the spaces. Over time, taking the view of 
chaos and complexity as a way of thinking, out of what seems to be random 
connections there is a self-organising process that we are constantly 
building. Anyone who has written something recently will know what I mean, 
you have to go through a process of self-questioning and doubt to arrive at 
anything that’s worth developing. 
 
CN: As a student teacher how has this any relevance? 
 
Early years educators have a huge advantage as I could be looking at your 
WebPages on de.li.cious and the concept is not one of regurgitating 
information but like being in a sand box. You have get into the sandbox and 
do it and people play in this space. You may need a ‘help’ box, to make an 
analogy with the computer but very few do as they re-discover their child as 
they develop their ideas - here they are playing and connecting. 
 
When you come to think about the congruence between the way people 
learn through play and the incongruence of learning without discussion but 
from funnelling information you realise how important this concept has 
become. It’s not as if we have to go the pub with the students and get into 
Facebook with them but we do have to understand what the students bring 
with their lives into this learning space. A student can be Indian, Asian, White 
European, Maori or Pasifika or whatever nationality, what they bring of their 
lives we must acknowledge. We are then charged as educators to introduce 
them to a world where they can discover themselves as learners. Just as 
learners in a family setting however they have also to learn how to negotiate 
their ideas with others just as in any community relationship. They still might 
think in terms of getting their assignments done but giving them access to 
the tools for finding information for themselves means they can get to know 
how to find and reinterpret through self-initiated discussion. Social-cultural 
practice and technology and the tipping points these are all things that we 
should bear in mind. So what has happened is that we – educators should 
come to understand how this space can best work for our students. 
 
CN: So where are any of these ideas being implemented? 
  
The disadvantage at the moment is that most of our theory is largely about 
ICT infrastructure. Another issue is the use of eportfolios. Institutions love 
them for obvious reasons, as they can be aligned with learning outcomes 
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and graduating standards. Management efficiency, accountability, 
assignments and accreditation are the Holy Grail.  
 
In Europe they have moved on and have been exploring the potential for 
new learning formats and have come up with the Personal Learning 
Environment (PLE). Lorraine Steffani at the University of Auckland has 
written on this. As well as PLEs in Europe, Google Eifel has been 
established. This is a learning portfolio but one where they are trying to 
achieve a portability of qualifications. This was tied into management 
efficiency but they have undertaken lots of exploration as well and this year 
the conference is titled ‘Eportfolio our digital identity,’ a sign that that the 
importance of online community and identity is being taken seriously.  
 
CN: What do you see as the future for education and the web? 
 
We now see that your presence disrupts every other view of the way in 
which we think about whatever was academic writing. Ideas spread so much 
faster than in the traditional education world. We see this in blog trails all the 
time. The question then becomes how do you or what are the literacies 
involved in this new learning territory? How can we negotiate the various 
discourses in life? How do we enable, students to go into potentiality mode 
and to start to be designers of their identity? The question now has become 
what are the theories that can drive this new learning process? 

 
  


