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Engaging Academic and Nonacademic
Communities through Online 
Scholarly Work
by Avi Santo and Christopher Lucas

The decline of public intellectual culture has become a commonplace concern
among academics, and many of us in the field of cinema and media studies, 
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although members of a young discipline, share these concerns over the nature of
our contribution to society. Whether we see our field as populated by pawns and
players in the left-right culture wars or anodyne purveyors of social uplift, craft
skills, and critical faculties, the interface of the academy with the wider concerns
of the public is a preoccupation for many scholars. As evidenced by a rising tide
of editorials and essays in forums such as the Chronicle of Higher Education, dig-
ital technologies—particularly the Internet and related social networking tools—
have exacerbated these concerns about praxis.1 With the rise of DIY culture,
user-generated content, and ubiquitous online video, an explosion of oral, textual,
and visual cultural production has presented scholars with both a threat to estab-
lished hierarchies of declamation and authority and an opportunity to engage
their students and the wider public in new ways. Our goal here is to provide a
snapshot of media studies in relation to the current possibilities for digital schol-
arship by posing these questions: How are media studies academics responding to
the new media ecologies? What are they doing with these tools? What might be
done? Does this new cultural formation call for new commitments and ways of
thinking about scholarship, particularly if these technologies hold at once the prom-
ise of praxis and a threat to the traditions of scholarly engagement with the public?

In March 2008, we distributed an informal survey via the Cultural Studies
listserv and the MediaCommons e-mail list that asked participants to report their
attitudes and practices around online scholarly work (writing, media, or other forms
of online production) as a means of engaging nonacademic communities. Because
there is an unavoidable degree of self-selection that accompanies Web-based sur-
veys, as well as bias implicit in appealing to current readers of MediaCommons and
listserv subscribers, the findings we offer here are in no way indicative of the 
entire field of cinema and media studies, and the analysis should be viewed as pre-
liminary at best. Our respondents should be seen as already comfortable, if not ad-
vanced, users of digital technologies. Nonetheless, without making strong claims
for the validity of these findings for all media scholars, we believe the responses
reveal interesting trends and concerns worthy of comment.2

Attitudes and Scholarly Practices Online. Our respondents overwhelmingly
agreed that online scholarly work presented media scholars with new opportuni-
ties to engage nonacademic communities (96 percent of respondents either
agreed or somewhat agreed with this statement). Still, the survey revealed tremen-
dous gaps between the types and amounts of online work our respondents pro-
duce and the types of work they believed had the greatest potential to engage
nonacademic communities. Moreover, the responses revealed somewhat con-
flicted attitudes about the groups academics see as their primary constituents and
the role of online work in reaching those constituencies (Table 1).

As Table 1 shows, respondents reported a very high estimation of the poten-
tial for certain digital modes of communication to engage nonacademic communi-
ties. We found it notable, though, that in contrast to this rather high perception of
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potential, the number of scholars currently engaged in these types of work was for
the most part quite small. Participation in these types of work ranged from 7 per-
cent in moderating fan forums and producing podcasts, to 73 percent in listserv par-
ticipation, but it was clear that respondents are much more likely to produce words
in their online work (listservs, blogging) and much less likely to produce artistic or
audiovisual media (podcasts, mash-ups, fictional works). Notably, these are the types
of work considered most likely to engage nonacademic communities (Table 2).

Lack of time was the most commonly cited constraint on scholars’ engage-
ment with nonacademic communities through their work (59 percent), followed
by institutional factors (tenure requirements, departmental service; 17 percent).
Only six respondents (9 percent) reported satisfaction with their current engage-
ment with communities beyond the academy. The general lack of participation in
forms of work with perceived high engagement with nonacademic communities
suggests ambivalence among our respondents toward abandoning familiar work
practices for online work. This ambivalence is highlighted by the amount of time
survey participants currently spend doing online work (Table 3).

Whether we see this ambivalence as a product of personal preference, lack
of time, or institutional demands, it underscores the primacy of traditional aca-
demic practice in structuring online work. Overall, respondents see engaging
nonacademic communities as secondary to engaging with other academics and
students (Table 4). When asked to list the communities they felt they were cur-
rently engaging through their online work, as opposed to communities they would
like to be engaging, academics and students remained the top choices in both 

Cinema Journal 48, No. 2, Winter 2009 131

Table 1. Respondents reporting “a lot” or “some” potential for types of online
scholarly work in engaging nonacademic communities.

Type of scholarly work Percentage (%)

Blogging 94

Writing popular criticism for online magazines 93

Creating artistic/fictional works 86

Producing podcasts 84

Commenting on other people’s blogs 82

Commenting on online newspaper and magazine articles 83

Moderating fan or other online forums 81

Creating mash-ups and vids 79

Contributing to wikis 74

Participating in listserv discussions 72
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instances. Moreover, there was a wide margin (not visible on this table) between
these top two communities and the nonacademic communities listed.

Policy makers and media industry creatives gained the greatest ground of 
all nonacademic communities our respondents would like to engage, picking up
40 percent and 35 percent, respectively, over their perceived current level of en-
gagement. By far, respondents saw policy makers as least engaged by current
scholarly work and clearly desire more engagement in that venue. Activist and ad-
vocacy groups were also ranked highly, making the top four on 70 percent of sur-
vey responses. The responses also suggested that these scholars are somewhat less
interested in engaging fan and critic communities than other nonacademic com-
munities, although fan and critical communities are seen as interesting and impor-
tant constituencies.

While creating original media and fictional works was identified by 85 percent
of respondents as having either a lot or some potential to engage nonacademics,
given that the desired communities scholars want to reach are primarily other ac-
ademics, students, advocacy groups, or policy makers, it is understandable that pro-
ducing artistic or creative works holds little appeal to our respondents. There was,
by and large, a mixed response to the prospect of producing original media or fic-
tional works. For instance, 48 percent of respondents indicated that they would be
somewhat or very uncomfortable producing a scholarly mash-up or vid (19 percent
reported being very comfortable with this prospect). Similarly, 50 percent of re-
spondents said they would be either somewhat or very uncomfortable engaging
in creative online writing as a scholarly endeavor (25 percent reported very 
comfortable).
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Table 2. Scholars currently participating in selected types of scholarly work.

Type of scholarly work Percentage (%)

Blogging 46

Writing popular criticism for online magazines 18

Creating artistic/fictional works 15

Producing podcasts 7

Commenting on other people’s blogs 30

Commenting on online newspaper and magazine articles 23

Moderating fan or other online forums 7

Creating mash-ups and vids 9

Contributing to wikis 22

Participating in listserv discussions 73
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Being evaluated on these nontraditional practices produced mixed results as
well, with 44 percent indicating that they would feel somewhat or very uncomfort-
able being evaluated on the scholarly merit of their mash-up creations (21 percent
of respondents said they would feel very comfortable). Though a surprising 27 per-
cent of respondents were very comfortable having their creative fiction evaluated
for scholarly merit, an equal percentage felt very uncomfortable with the proposi-
tion. Although 73 percent of our respondents indicated they were either very or
somewhat comfortable being evaluated by nonacademics, these above findings
also suggest a preference for being evaluated based on tried-and-true scholarly
practices.

Current and Future Endeavors. Traditional scholarly practices continue to in-
fluence the perceived value and potential of emerging forms of online scholarship,
even as scholarly and academic blogs, wikis, podcasts, and other online initiatives
are emerging that will reshape those practices. Current experiments in online schol-
arship such as MediaCommons’ curated video commentaries (http://mediacommons
.futureofthebook.org/videos), Vectors’ merge of technology, design, and scholar-
ship (http://www.vectorsjournal.org/), and Alex Juhasz’s YouTube-centered course
(http://www.youtube.com/user/MediaPraxisme) are demonstrating that new media
modes can change how academics engage both one another and the public at
large. Forty-six percent of respondents to our survey indicated that they write
blogs, while 49 percent maintained their own Web page. Twenty-two percent re-
ported they had contributed to wikis, and 7 percent reported they had taken part
in podcasts.3

These endeavors are resulting in an exciting shift in scholarly work practice,
from an emphasis on polished demonstrations of academic virtuosity to a fore-
grounding of scholarly process and collaboration. Fully 68 percent of our respon-
dents ranked “making public scholarly processes of critical thinking/writing” as one
of their top four scholarly goals for online work. (It is revealing, though, that 50 per-
cent of respondents reported being either somewhat or very uncomfortable writ-
ing a live draft of their work online, while 40 percent were resistant to publishing
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Table 3. Frequency of participation in online scholarly work

Frequency of participation Percentage (%)

Once a month or less 73

Weekly 9

Several times a week 12

Daily 2

More than once a day 3
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early drafts.) The idealization of a solitary writing practice may discourage media
scholars from engaging with online communities, which often find credibility 
in transparency and the willingness to foreground one’s ongoing and cumulative
process of discovery. When scholars write in “real time,” however—developing,
drafting, and revising their ideas in public forums—they illuminate the shadowy
process of critical thinking, encouraging readers not only to digest finished works,
but also to learn from and evaluate the mechanisms of their creation.

Efforts at making public the processes of critical thinking and writing are
still rare, but several scholars have made significant moves in this direction. Vari-
ous academics, including Henry Jenkins (http://www.henryjenkins.org/), David
Bordwell and Kristin Thompson (http://www.davidbordwell.net /blog/), Tim 
Anderson (http://commanderson.blogspot.com/), Kathleen Fitzpatrick (http://www
.plannedobsolescence.net /), and Chuck Tryon (http://chutry.wordherders.net /
wp/) use blogs to publicly and informally think through their initial responses to
current and ongoing media events, situating themselves as both scholars and con-
cerned citizens/fans/consumers.4 Other efforts actively foreground the scholarly
writing process, including Siva Vaidhyanathan’s “The Googlization of Everything”
(http://www.googlizationofeverything.com/), described as a book in progress in
which reader feedback, insights, and dialogue are encouraged throughout the
manuscript writing process. The writing itself is not live, although chunks of text
are regularly uploaded with the expressed intent of working through issues as 
a community. Along these lines, Noah Wardrip-Fruin’s “Expressive Processing,”
hosted on Grand-Text Auto (http://grandtextauto.org /2008/01/22/expressive
-processing-an-experiment-in-blog-based-peer-review/), encourages blog-based

Table 4. Ranking of communities currently engaged by online scholarly work and
communities scholars most desired to engage through said work

Communities Ranking Ranking

Currently engaging Would like to engage

Students 1 2

Academics 2 1

Fans 3 8

Critics 4 6

Activists/Advocacy Groups 5 3

Media Industry Creatives 6 4

Media Industry Executives 7 7

Policy Makers 8 5
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open peer review of his forthcoming manuscript. This is a significant step toward
opening up traditionally bounded processes of evaluation and reflection.

In order to engage nonacademic communities, online scholarship must also
find its way onto nonacademic sites of debate and discourse. Todd Gitlin and
Cynthia Fuchs write for popular webzines like TPMCafe.com and PopMatters
.com. Robert McChesney’s Media Matters podcast, which originates as a WILL-AM
(University of Illinois) call-in radio program, is distributed by NPR (http://www
.npr.org/rss/podcast /podcast_detail.php?siteId=5183226). In these examples, we
see academics bridging old and new media in interesting ways, but online scholar-
ship offers a way for scholars to move even farther from hierarchical, “vertical”
communication strategies to dialogic, “horizontal” ones in their quest to reach no-
madic and nondiscrete online communities. Significantly, 65 percent of our survey
respondents reported that they comment on others’ blogs, while nearly 45 percent
also participate in fan community and other online forum discussions. Seventy-nine
percent of respondents ranked participating in collective knowledge communities
as one of the top four goals of online scholarly work. All of this hints at a greater
openness toward spreading scholarly discourse across a wide array of digital spaces,
generating a more dispersed and decentered digital identity through contributing
to multiple Web sites—both academic and nonacademic—as well as actively sit-
uating designated scholarly spaces within larger networked conversations. Fifty-
seven percent of our respondents ranked building strategic alliances between the
academy and other communities as one of the top four goals of online scholarly
work, and 94 percent indicated that they were either very or somewhat comfort-
able networking their work within a larger body of online scholarship.

To provide one example of this potential, we performed a Google search of the
term “Jason Mittell,” a Middlebury College associate professor of film and media
culture and active online scholar. A sampling of the first one hundred results from
this search reveals that Mittell not only maintains an active blog (http://justtv
.wordpress.com/) and Web site (https://seguecommunity.middlebury.edu/ index
.php?&action=site&site=jmittell), but also contributes posts to MediaCommons,
Flow (http://flowtv.org), the Gender and Fan Studies debates on Henry Jenkins’s
blog, and the Convergence Culture Consortium (http://www.convergenceculture
.org/weblog/). He comments on other academic blogs (http://commanderson
.blogspot.com/2007/02/quick-thoughts-on-wikipedia-debates.html; http://www
.plannedobsolescence.net/notes-from-flow-academic-publishing-for-the-digital
-age/), responds to nonacademic critiques of his work (http://waxbanks.typepad
.com/blog/2007/03/nikki_and_paolo.html), and participates in fan discussions of
TV criticism (http://blog.battlestarwiki.org/2007/05/04/sarah-totons-paper-online/).
Mittell shares course syllabi (http://whatsnewmedia.org/courseshare/jason-mittells
-media-technology-cultural-change/), maintains user profiles on several social net-
working sites (Flickr, Facebook, Livejournal) and contributes various lists to both
Amazon.com and Librarything.com. Mittell’s own blog contains a “blogroll” of
other media studies–focused Web sites worth visiting, as well as an ever-changing
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list of recent bookmarks, top clicks, and interesting posts from other blogs. Not
every scholar will want to devote this much of his or her work to online activities,
but we offer it here as an example of how scholars might extend their presence
across the digital terrain to engage both academics and nonacademics.

At its best, we feel that online scholarship strives for provocative stewardship,
leading its readers to participate in conversation and knowledge-formation
processes. Although much current online scholarship replicates classroom models
in which comments and questions come only after the lesson is over, there is space
for a reimagining of online scholarship as a practice that accepts what Lev Manovich
describes as the “random access” experience of reading in a hypertext environ-
ment.5 Far from rendering expertise moot, scholarly skills can be put to work dif-
ferently online, as moderating and steering, using short observations and synthesis
to direct attention. Rather than destinations for knowledge, a more suitable
metaphor for online scholarship might be the rest stop, offering online readers di-
rection, intellectual nourishment, and byte-sized souvenirs, repurposed for their
own means (even though, as Jenkins suggests, this requires loosening the reins on
our intended meanings).

Generating such spaces requires a significant rethinking of what styles—both
rhetorical and formal—online scholarship should assume. Short-form articles and
curatorial comments such as those found on Flow and MediaCommons suggest al-
ternative modes of expression designed to pique curiosity and encourage bridge-
building with nonacademic communities (though both sites continue primarily to
engage other academics). Rhetorically, these sites aim to be conversational, while
also recognizing that argumentation in digital spaces has a spatial quality, building
up over time and contextualized by the territory of the online environment. At its
best, online scholarship focuses on inviting the reader to join in the process of con-
structing knowledge over weeks and years.

Reimagining online scholarship in this way must recognize the way Web 
design constrains engagement. Blogs and webzines often privilege the classroom
model of declamation followed by (often moderated) comments.6 Tools such as
Comment Press (http://www.futureofthebook.org/commentpress/) allow commen-
tary to appear alongside posts (similar to the comment function in word process-
ing packages) and allow readers to include links and connections, a more egalitarian
model that places scholars virtually alongside their readers. Such designs also per-
mit multiple conversations to emerge—at the paragraph, sentence, or even word
level—within posts, leading to more immediate, precise, and relevant commen-
tary. Kathleen Fitzpatrick has written extensively on the potential for Comment
Press to promote new forms of interaction (http://mediacommons.futureofthebook
.org/commentpress/).

Finally, where academics in other countries have often worked alongside in-
dustry professionals to craft and critique cultural policy, U.S. media scholars have
usually been forced onto the sidelines. With the help of digital tools, online schol-
arship is fruitfully making the leap from primarily critiquing media production and
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consumption to modeling alternative modes of such practice. While 71 percent
of our respondents ranked “offering an alternative voice to the corporate and po-
litical mainstream” as a top-four goal of online scholarly work, 63 percent also
identified “demonstrating alternative production and consumption models” as an
essential aspect of online engagement. Some online work is strategically interven-
tionist. Free Press (http://www.freepress.net/), a media reform organization created
by Robert McChesney along with nonacademics John Nichols and Josh Silver, re-
lies on the Internet for a great deal of its mobilizing. Patricia Aufderheide and her
colleagues at the Center for Social Media (http://www.centerforsocialmedia.org/)
have focused on clarifying fair use and legal issues that constrain independent
media makers while, significantly, using online video, classroom tools, and prolific
online publication to support those efforts. Other projects using online tools in-
clude Paper Tiger TV’s video blog (http://www.papertigertv.blogspot.com), Free
Speech TV’s online archives (http://www.freespeech.com), explorations in virtual
learning communities such as Second Life (http://homepages.uc.edu/secondlife/),
and the Organization for Transformative Works (http:// transformativeworks.org/
about/), which is creating an online archive of fan-generated creative work coex-
isting alongside scholarly discussions.

Beyond this vital work of providing tools and archives, though, praxis schol-
arship demands that scholars begin experimenting with the creation of alterna-
tive media forms, content, regulations, and communities themselves. Patricia G.
Lange’s AntroVlog project (http://anthrovlog.wordpress.com/) both studies and
uses YouTube and other online media as part of a MacArthur-funded Digital Youth
study. Media literacy as a pedagogical goal has traditionally focused on writing 
as the vessel for criticism. New generations of scholars are better prepared to
demonstrate to industry, society, and their students that media criticism is not lim-
ited to textual description, but also found in the invention of new approaches to
visual and auditory production. Put more bluntly, digital literacy requires the cul-
tivation of both critical reading and critical writing skills. In an era of myriad DIY
authoring options, modeling cultural production is not only a possibility, but a ne-
cessity for the media scholar. Much as the college radio station once stood as a
space that offered both job training and alternative production models, perhaps
media studies 2.0 can model new ways of imagining the digital mediascape that in-
spire and educate would-be producers and consumers alike.

In a recent talk given to the Chronicle of Higher Education (and later sum-
marized on his blog), Henry Jenkins speculated that the era when public intel-
lectuals like Marshall McLuhan, Noam Chomsky, Cornel West, bell hooks, and
Michael Eric Dyson could successfully navigate one-way mass media flows to in-
fluence public opinion was over. In place of that, scholars seeking to reach beyond
the academy must be willing, Jenkins suggested, “to be appropriated by various
publics, becoming a resource for their various discussions.” Digital technologies can
facilitate such engagements between academics and nonacademic communities,
but they also require new tactics, as we have started to describe here. In coming
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years, scholars will be forced to take risks, even to abdicate their comfortable, fa-
miliar roles as purveyors of authoritative knowledge, if they want to reach toward
other knowledge communities, to join them as members with shared interests,
passions, and expertise.

Notes

1. Emerging digital tools and new scholarly practice receive regular coverage in the
Chronicle of Higher Education’s Information Technology section. For some longer
discussions of trends and implications, see Edward J. Maloney, “What Web 2.0 Can
Teach Us about Learning,” Chronicle of Higher Education, January 5, 2007; Henry
Jenkins, “From YouTube to YouNiveristy,” Chronicle of Higher Education, February
16, 2007, http://chronicle.com/weekly/v53/i24/24b00901.htm; Michael Jensen, “The
New Metrics of Scholarly Authority,” Chronicle of Higher Education, June 15, 2007,
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v53/i41/41b00601.htm; David Green, “How Digital Tech-
nology Is Changing the Liberal Arts,” Chronicle of Higher Education, January 18, 2008,
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v54/i19/19a01802.htm; Henry Jenkins, “Public Intellec-
tuals in the New Media Landscape,” Chronicle of Higher Education, April 4, 2008,
http://chronicle.com/weekly/v53/i24/24b00901.htm.

2. The survey was published online using Survey Monkey. MediaCommons and 
CultStud-L have approximately 2,500 subscribers between them. This analysis is based
on 105 responses collected after the survey had been published for one week.

3. Survey responses suggest that academics read a wide and very diverse array of online
material. Flow, MediaCommons, Confessions of an Aca-Fan, Film/Art Blog, and Con-
vergence Culture Consortium were most often mentioned by our respondents as aca-
demic sites engaging nonacademic communities.

4. There are dozens of media scholars producing worthwhile blogs and Web sites. This
list is not exhaustive but does introduce a few of the more active and long-lived blogs
engaged with media scholarship.

5. Lev Manovich. The Language of New Media (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2001), 78.
6. The twin problems of spam and trolling require considerable effort to manage and

must be acknowledged as a barrier for many aspiring online writers, although emerg-
ing comment verification tools and collective authoring offer some answers to this
dilemma.

Digital Scholarship and Pedagogy,
the Next Step: Cultural Science
by John Hartley

“How well he’s read, to reason against reading!”

(Love’s Labour’s Lost, I.i.94)

There are two aspects to the problem of digital scholarship and pedagogy. One has
to do with scholarship, the other with pedagogy. In scholarship, the association of
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