
OtherFriday: Media Arts Mentoring (Island Style)

by Diane Peters

A case study by the National Alliance of Media Arts and Culture. OtherFriday will be featured in “A closer look 2004”, a publication sponsored by the National Endowment of the Arts; focusing in the areas of Youth Media Arts.
The auditorium is dim, and the very loud music makes the room pulsate. Strobe lights flash and spin, and images appear in syncopation on a large screen that dominates the room. The images range from surfing and skateboarding to martial arts and SpongeBob Squarepants. Songs popular with the middle school set weave in and out of one another. Thirty young people are captured in a reality of their own making, talking, laughing, and dancing. Squeals of delight alternate with bites of pizza. Control of the environment is passed from one video jockey to the next. They range in age from 9 to 17. Clearly, it is a party, and clearly the participants mandate the tone. But it is not just a party. It is a new kind of classroom, where children are seduced rather than coerced into learning. In the words of one teen, “OtherFriday tricked me into learning.”

OtherFriday is a youth new media lab and lounge located in Wailuku, Maui, Hawaii. Founded in 2003 by media artist and visual poet Hai Dai Nguyen, OtherFriday exists under the umbrella of Big Brothers Big Sisters and is supported by local youth centers and a community television station. Through bimonthly parties, weekly media lab “playshops,” and more structured three- and six-week programs, OtherFriday provides the physical and virtual space for youth to engage their peers and their culture in a creative, constructive way. By offering new media literacy to at-risk youth, OtherFriday provides a language for children to visualize and give voice to their world. And by forming these artists into teams that take on paying projects in their community, OtherFriday demonstrates to youth the utility and the financial viability of new media. 

OtherFriday is based on the following ideas:

· Youth need a safe and creative way to party on Friday night.

· New media is an engaging way of connecting with youth.

· New media is collaborative, therefore allowing youths to share.

· New media creates a holistic impact on youth.

· New media allows youth to engage with the different media types and their intelligences.

As is the case in so many parts of the country, teenagers on Maui find themselves with very few safe and creative ways to spend their time. Research data from teen focus groups provided by the Juvenile Justice Department have found that teens on Maui have “nowhere to go and no way to get there.” Teens are forced to lounge in malls or migrate toward unlawful situations and illegal drugs. Of course, there are several youth centers on the island, but teens often consider youth centers “uncool,” largely because they do not allow them the autonomy and the social freedom they desire.

OtherFriday’s Friday night events were built on the recognition that teens need a vibrant and self-directed social scene. In this respect, OtherFriday’s goal is to empower teens to become the architects of their own dynamic party culture. The idea of controlling the music and visual environment for 100-plus teens on a Friday night is incredibly alluring to young people, and it provides teens with their own reasons to become fluent with the tools and language of new media. As OtherFriday’s founder explains, “These teens are not containers which we attempt to fill. They are flames which we hope to ignite.” Thus far, the allure of being a VJ (video jockey) tends to inflame passion.

Principles

In more formal terms, OtherFriday operates on three principles: active learning, learner-centric learning, and evolutionary learning communities.

Active Learning

Active learning is the kind of learning that takes place when you accomplish a task that you set for yourself before you know how to accomplish it. It is like childhood learning between a child, parents, and family—for example, learning how to bake a cake or change the oil in a car. John Dewey, the father of modern American education, wrote, “There is an intimate and necessary relation between the processes of actual experiences and education.” In his action research in his lab schools, he found that children learned more effectively and enthusiastically through experiential projects such as cooking, gardening, and furniture building. In the OtherFriday program, the experiential learning is elevated through new media technology to a 21st century level.

In an active learning situation, the student learns by doing, through a process of trial and error. The kinesthetic learner experiences building a muscular memory of the process. This idea relates to Piaget’s studies of deeper learning and retention through experiential engagement, as opposed to lectures and question-and-answer reading assignments. Integral to active learning is peer teaching, which involves learning to form relationships and becoming empowered by those relationships. This strategy is appropriate for adolescents and teens, who are social beings first and foremost.

Learner-centric Learning

Another strand of OtherFriday’s educational philosophy is learner-centric learning, in which the key element is an environment equipped with the tools students need to explore and understand the world and the freedom to ask their own questions. In this way of thinking, when children are allowed to take more responsibility for their educational paths, they are able to create meaning in their lives. Education and life are not thought to be separate entities; they are one and the same. The human tendency for curiosity and exploration needs the learning process to unfold, unfettered by strict, choppy blocks of time. 

The Russian educational theorist Vygotsky (1978) developed a theory of the zone of proximal development that aligns itself with the instructional design of OtherFriday’s curriculum. “The Zone of Proximal Development is the distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable peers.” Learners are allowed to develop their skills in their own zone of proximal development assisted by a capable adult or peer mentor.

Evolutionary Learning Communities

The last aspect of OtherFriday’s model concerns evolutionary learning communities of people who band together to create situations in which the learner’s needs are paramount. Kathia and Alexander Laszlo, in their 2000 article “Learning to Become,” describe their ideal image of an educational system as follows:

It is a community based educational system. Rather than functioning on the assumption that we need to go to school to learn, to work to be productive, and “away” to enjoy and have fun, ELC suggests the integration of work, learning, and enjoyment throughout life (i.e., intergenerational learning) in all our communities (e.g., family, neighborhood, organizations).

It is a learning oriented education, rather than a teaching based one. Its focus is life-long learning and the development of human potential.

It promotes self-directed, flexible, ongoing collaborative learning through learning community. This is not simply collective individual learning, but synergistic collaborative learning: learning content issues together while at the same time learning process issues about how to be community. 

Though these communities might vary in educational philosophies and methods, they all offer an alternative to traditional schools. The predominant notion is that the impetus and learning format should emerge from members of the local community. Parents, teachers, and other community members volunteer time and plan many field trips and activities. The boundaries between school time, work time, and playtime become blurred. The ideal physical components of such communities are learning centers with a variety of resources where students are free to explore at will

The movement rejects educational settings in which the primary goal is to create workers and consumers rather than to enhance the cognitive and creative development of the learners. Many of the first schools were created by factory owners for the purpose of training workers. Evolutionary learning communities aim for a more holistic citizen who needs less and lives and learns more.

Self-sustainability

In addition to these three main principles, OtherFriday strives to be self-sustainable. Traditional programs require grants and charitable gifts, which might be their only source of funding. Other ways of raising funds like selling candy bars often have nothing to do with the mission of the organization. OtherFriday is working towards sustaining itself by making use of community members as creative collaborators to work with the kids to create new information media, Web sites, and other new media services.

Programs

In OtherFriday’s view, successful implementation of these principles depends on five elements: an adequate physical facility, appropriate software, a team of artists and new media technicians who are willing to share and spark imaginations, lots of food, and a clientele that can benefit from these self-sustainable efforts, all combined with the openness and ability to change, to trust, and to be accountable. OtherFriday has integrated these elements into three programs: bimonthly new media events, new media learning centers, and three- to six-week new media curricula.

New Media Events

OtherFriday’s Friday night events were conceived in 2002 in the Mentoring Center at Big Brothers Big Sisters, located across the street from a homeless shelter and a correctional facility. This mentoring center was looking for ways to enrich and educate its “at hope” clientele, and OtherFriday’s proposal to stage Friday evening events seemed to fit the bill. 

The program began with computer lab sessions on Saturdays when the children saw the adults involved in media projects and wanted to join in. During both the Saturday playshops and the OtherFriday events, the youth are supported by adult artists, including photographers, actors, fashion designers, musicians, and professional video jockeys, as well as media artists and specialists. However, these more experienced artists do not so much teach as transfer to the youth a sense of contagious enthusiasm. The motivation is to prepare the participants for a great party, namely the OtherFriday event at the center. 

At a recent, typical OtherFriday event, an adult fashion designer had several girls trying on her designs while other teens videotaped the impromptu fashion show. At the same time, an adult DJ began to spin records and quickly handed over the turntables to interested teens. Meanwhile, a painter painted onto a canvas and projected that image through a video camera onto a large wall. Three young girls approached and quickly took over control of the media brushes. In all this, the emphasis was on a collaborative, synergetic learning exchange. The more experienced teens tutored the novices, and youth used their new fluency to show the adults what kinds of tools and processes they need. Then the photographer approached kids and exclaimed, “Hey, you look great! Let me take your picture.” He then showed them their picture on the digital screen, and the partygoers became intrigued and wanted to use the camera and understand how it worked. The actress was painting faces and shared mythological descriptions of masks and painted images. Some of the children wanted to try their hand at video disc jockeying and became curious about the process. 

All of the adult participants clearly understand that the event is for the kids. However, the adult artists have reasons for attending beyond performing community service. Many of them want to digitize their own work, and the program gives them a chance to either learn the processes and equipment involved or meet people to do it for them. Perhaps more important though, OtherFriday provides a space for them to share their work and visions.

Learning Centers

The young participants in this program have come to see another advantage to their new media education, possibly even more enticing than the party. Although training workers is not a driving purpose of  OtherFriday, the organization has found that students’ knowledge translates into vocational skills that result in “real world” learning opportunities. The participants have formed a company, called DA Studio, which creates new media for paying clients. Recently they did work for the Maui United Way and NASCAR. In the NASCAR project, the teens created Christmas bulbs with three-dimensional images. Since DA Studio was part of the design and concept team, they received a percentage of equity from this project. The proceeds of their projects go toward the acquisition of a laptop for each mentee in the company. In its first month, DA Studio billed at approximately $5000. Twenty percent of the profits went to Big Brothers Big Sisters for administrative costs and use of the computer lab.

The DA Studio media collective has five levels. Level I is internship. The requirements are a willingness to learn and the acquisition of a sponsoring mentor. To complete this level, participants must complete one full project. The wages are $10 an hour, with fifty percent going toward the laptop purchase. Half is paid at the beginning of the project and half at the end.

Level II is project development. Participants must have completed their internship and must execute one technical development task for a project. The child is still working to earn a computer, and the pay remains the same as in Level I.

When the participant moves into Level III, he or she becomes a mentor. Mentors must have completed the previous two levels and must understand all new media matrix positions. They must mentor an intern in a specific development task in which they are proficient, and they must have earned their personal computer. A member of the team who becomes proficient in a particular area must immediately teach another team member. Often this level requires little more than repeating the procedure several times.

Level IV, management, requires completion of all the previous levels. Management personnel must act as a project lead and a project manager and must complete two projects. The project manager introduces the assignment and explains the parameters. He or she decides the style, look, and feel of the project and then assigns tasks to the animators and artists on the team. Project managers earn industry rates within the areas of their expertise. 

Level V is the advisory level. It requires completing the management level or having equal professional experience. Advisors must be selected by the management team. They earn industry rates, and equity ownership of the company is possible. Currently, one youth is eligible to fill this position. Hai Dai Nguyen is confident that more will rise to the challenge in time.

Curricula

The third OtherFriday program consists of three- to six-week new media curricula. The shorter of these is currently being implemented in the summer school computer classroom at Seabury Hall, a private college preparatory school. Each day, the students, ranging from fifth to eighth grade, create their own original VJ presentations. The culmination is an OtherFriday event, to which all the summer students are invited. The goal is to create a great party, and each student is required to prepare a five- to ten-minute presentation. An eighth grader named Eli commented, “It’s interesting because it’s not like a normal program. You’re actually doing something cool. I know people are going to see my presentation, and I want to make it really good.” The students adopt VJ names and periodically discuss their project with the class. The students obviously enjoy coming to class, and everyone is actively engaged. Though some direct teaching does occur within the first couple of weeks, the instructor most often facilitates. The students are encouraged to find their own way through the creative process, and the instructor’s primary goal is to support their individual paths. In the words of one student, “Hai Dai is cool to me. I can follow him around and be his assistant. It’s important ‘cause it makes people happy.... Most teachers would spazz out with the music, but he lets kids be who they are.”

Challenges and Lessons Learned

There have been many lessons and challenges in the evolution of the OtherFriday concept, notably in security, sustainability, and the process as a whole

Security

Large organizations like Big Brothers Big Sisters must comply with a multitude of state and national regulations. The OtherFriday events faced a liability issue because the activity was after hours, and staff of BBBS needed to be present. If a volunteer was used, a background check was needed. Another issue arose during summer months and holidays. The children wanted access to the computer lab, but no qualified adult supervision was available. It became clear that, at this facility, a significant amount of time is required of mentors and advisors.

The smaller, locally based Paia Youth and Cultural Center faced less stringent regulations. Comings and goings of mentors and clientele were not so carefully watched, and background checks were not an issue. Of course this lack of scrutiny has its obvious risks.

Sustainability

Continued funding is an ongoing concern because the technology needs to be upgraded periodically. In time, organizers hope that the program will become self-supporting, that the kids will raise money through the media projects, and private citizens will hire the team to throw new media parties for birthdays, weddings, and graduations. At the highest level, the program will need grants to create content for a new media curriculum, which will be accessible online and will contribute to alternative forms of education.

OtherFriday must continue to recruit community resources to sustain and energize the program. New artists and media technicians bring new life and new ideas. An example is the local community television station, Akaku, which provided a variety of tools and tech support expertise. Expanding the program to schools and other youth organizations will further expand the OtherFriday concept. 

Holistic Process

As learners advanced, they at first resisted the idea of collaboration. However, when they realized that their media are changeable and moldable and make it easier to share and readapt their creations, they began to move away from the self and focus on a common goal. 

Several times the question of music with inappropriate language came up. Instead of being judgmental, the facilitator merely suggested that the object of the presentation was to make sure everyone had a great time and that they did not want to risk insulting anyone or making them feel uncomfortable. A few students kept the songs they had chosen but switched tracks or edited out the questionable language. It was important that the decision came from them. This aspect of moral development seems to emerge naturally, unlike in more traditional modes, where morals are dictated by an authority figure.

Recently, Nguyen received a call from the summer school director at Seabury, who wanted to know if Nguyen had told the students that they could record whatever they wanted. He told her that they were not allowed to use pornography in their presentations and that they were supposed to capture images that were aesthetically pleasing. The director said that several students who had already completed their VJ presentations were filming one another jumping off the roof of a one-story library building. This incident illustrates the dangers of children extending themselves beyond the boundaries of the curriculum.

The challenges and lessons learned vary from program to program and would differ in other geographical locations and communities. Because each program would evolve in its own way according to the customs and needs of the host community, it is difficult to give a predetermined prescription for the administration of a program like OtherFriday. The core concept and principles are what is important—the idea of student-centered, self-motivated learning and collaborative learning through learning community.

Future Plans

OtherFriday plans to expand this curriculum through involvement in a new, online Department of Education charter school. Applying OtherFriday’s programs to Thompson Academy will bring a collaborative and social component and therefore create a nice balance with Thompson’s current online education. 

The program is also planning to launch OtherFriday events at the main shopping mall on the island. The management of the Queen Kaahumanu Center proposed a free, limited-time opportunity in hope of creating a safe and creative environment for the many teens who use the mall as their hangout on Fridays and weekend evenings. For OtherFriday, this is an opportunity to expose the new media to the community at large, to attract more mentors, to encourage more youths to participate, and to awaken the interest of other agencies in the community that could benefit from the idea. With OtherFriday’s viability and self-sustainable principles, shopping malls might prove to be the perfect home for OtherFriday’s new media learning community in the 21st century.

These are the initial stepping stones to the formation of a global mobile culture that extends and furthers new media concepts. Ultimately, OtherFriday hopes to culminate in an international community festival of new media, where people can share their programs and show examples of their media arts. The idea would be to create a stage for sharing and collaboration to further the practice of youth mentoring through media arts and to bring the idea of learning communities from a local to a global level.

Conclusions

From an educational perspective, this program is solid and progressive. It is project-based and encompasses a variety of disciplines, strengthened by unique teaching strategies. Ongoing projects ensure a greater student buy-in, and from a planning standpoint, there is no need to produce a multitude of isolated lessons. Language, both oral and written, is a natural component. Collaboration and periodic project reports require oral skills, while proposals and product development encourage written efforts. Math becomes necessary in the creative works and in the management of a salary. Math also has a strong correlation with the music used in products. Science is an inherent component of the media. 

A strong collaborative sense develops, which is essential in a world fueled by a workforce that is driven by group efforts and empowered with technical skills. This teaching tactic is ideal for children at this developmental stage, in which social interaction is a strong force. Peer teaching raises the learning to an even higher level and benefits both parties.

New media is the paintbrush of this generation. Unlike their parents, these children have naturally developed a sophisticated understanding of technology. From early on, it has been an integral part of their domestic and educational experiences. The medium is the message. The activities correlate to their own lives and decisions. Students see how a few keystrokes can change or undo tasks, thereby affecting their own personal transformation. They have the power to take things in and create an output that is completely different.

Currently there is a strong push in education for arts-integrated curriculum. Many studies have shown a high correlation between an arts-rich curriculum and high math and language scores on standardized tests. Current trends advocate using various art forms to enhance the teaching in core subject areas. The OtherFriday concept addresses this need. The arts component, in both music and visual art, develops and refines the participant’s aesthetic sense. It is a nonthreatening art form that does not hinder those who may not feel adept at drawing, painting, or sculpting.

A primary strength of the program is that kids consider new media hot. It is multifaceted and therefore attracts a variety of interests. The model works because it leads to self-motivated learning. Once their imaginations are sparked, they teach themselves, and the possibility of making money through the project further strengthens their motivation.

The OtherFriday inspiration is an idea that is viable and can be replicated, whether as a mentoring program or in curriculum development. Of course by OtherFriday’s own principles, its efforts are in a process of constant evolution and experimentation. The primary advantage is its impact on the children. As media specialist Ken Kimura noted, “The OtherFriday kids don’t go home with a cultivated bonsai plant imitated from a text book. They go home with a bag of seeds and a genetic splicing kit.” Through this process, and the caring and guidance of adults with unique talents, the young participants gain viable skills they can use to relate to the world around them. It is well worth the effort.

To learn more about OtherFriday take a look at the web site at http://www.alike.com/ofriday
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