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Abstract
This paper explores and describes the current initiatives, barriers, and opportunities for for-
mal, non-formal, and informal networked learning experiences using social media in Latin 
America. It focuses on networked learning initiatives such as the use of institutional social 
media accounts, educational hashtags, social media in the classroom, educational chan-
nels via video hosting platforms, and government established networked learning programs 
for connected classrooms. The same multiplicity, diversity, and heterogenicity that repre-
sent the culture, languages, and socio-economic status of the people of Latin America also 
characterize the vast mixture of networked learning initiatives across the region. Potential 
barriers (i.e., the digital divide, Internet filtering policies, lack of research) and opportu-
nities for implementation (i.e., networked learning educational reforms, mobile learning 
technology, and social media ethical considerations)  are explored. The paper concludes 
with recommendations that policymakers and education leaders in Latin America should 
keep in mind to engage in fruitful networked learning initiatives.

Keywords  Connected learning · Networked learning · Social media · Mobile learning · 
Latin America · Information and communications technology

Introduction

People around the world spend a significant amount of time using social media (Social 
Media Fact Sheet 2019). Social media is defined as a group of Internet-based applications 
for the creation and exchange of user generated content (Constantinides and Zinck Stagno 
2011). These applications take on many different forms, including blogs, wikis, and social 
networking sites. Users log into their social media accounts to keep up with their friends, 
family, and acquaintances, as well as to update others about their daily life. Social media 
has also infiltrated the educational arena (Gao et al. 2012). There are many research efforts 
focused on the use of social media in formal teaching and learning (Manca and Ranieri 
2017; Gao et al. 2012).
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The results are mixed on whether young individuals favor using social media in their 
formal learning experiences (Greenhow and Lewin 2016). Also, researchers have warned 
against the use of social media for learning due to potential adverse effects and risks such 
as privacy, bullying, addiction, misinformation and others (Eckberg et  al. 2018; Aydin 
2012; Annisette and Lafreniere 2017; Whaite et al. 2018). However, social media has the 
potential to engage users through collaboration, allow connection with educational content, 
and help blur the line between formal, non-formal, and informal learning (Chen and Bryer 
2012; Greenhow and Lewin 2016). A key aspect that could be nurtured within social media 
communities is networked learning.

Networked learning using social media has been studied by researchers wishing to 
understand how and when learners can benefit from its implementation in education (Trust 
and Prestridge 2021; Greenhalgh and Koehler 2017; Alzain 2019; Kearney and Maher 
2019; Kennedy 2018). However, the literature shows a lack of investigations on whether 
these types of networked learning experiences using social media (a) are currently occur-
ring, (b) have been considered for implementation, and (c) can enhance learning within the 
Latin America regional context.

In 2019, the International Summit on Information and Communications Technology 
(ICT) in Education met to discuss topics related to the theme: “Learners and Learning 
Contexts: New Alignments in the Digital Age.” It is within the context of the summit and 
the thematic working groups (TWG) 7: “Connected learning: Online human interaction 
and interaction with digital resources,” that this paper explores and describes the current 
initiatives, barriers, and opportunities for formal, non-formal, and informal networked 
learning experiences using social media within the context of Latin America.

Framework for networked learning using social media

The use of social media in education is increasing rapidly (Manca and Ranieri 2017). 
Researchers have explored social media in formal, non-formal, and informal learning envi-
ronments (Gao et al. 2012). Formal learning refers to intentional education in which learn-
ing occurs through a program of instruction in a structured manner leading to a recognized 
qualification or certificate (OECD 2005). Non-formal learning refers to learning through a 
program; this may not necessarily lead to a certificate or even a formal evaluation (OECD 
2005). Informal learning denotes education that results from daily work-related, family, or 
leisure undertakings; it is not organized, has no set objectives, and is not intentionally done 
as a learning activity (Werquin 2007).

Most of the research efforts related to social media in formal, non-formal, and infor-
mal learning have occurred in a higher education setting. However, social media has also 
been integrated and investigated in secondary education with teenage populations (Den-
nen et  al. 2020). Today, social media in teaching and learning is used to expand formal 
learning environments across geographically-dispersed educators (Carpenter et al. 2020), 
serve as an outlet of professional development for instructors (Carpenter and Krutka 2014; 
Luo et al. 2020) and learners (Romero-Hall 2017b; Rosenberg et al. 2016), facilitate net-
worked scholarship (Veletsianos 2016), engage in informal learning opportunities (Green-
halgh and Koehler 2017), and share information and resources from institutions (Kimmons 
et al. 2016; Veletsianos et al. 2017) and educational programs (Romero-Hall et al. 2018) to 
members of their communities and the public.
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The success of the integration of social media into teaching and learning in second-
ary and higher education varies tremendously based on the context. For example, there 
have been positive reports on the use of social media by graduate students for professional 
development (Romero-Hall 2017a). However, for undergraduate students, their class stand-
ing can make a difference in their participation and motivational factors (Romero-Hall 
et  al. 2020). Krutka and Damico (2020) also reported a lack of interest by pre- and in-
service teachers across two universities when assigned to use social media as professional 
learning networks. The results indicated that learners tweeted more around deadlines and 
quit using their social media accounts once the class ended (Krutka and Damico 2020).

In addition to context specific implementations for teaching and learning, researchers 
also believe that there is a need to problematize social media use and its numerous impli-
cations. This would require increasing learners’ awareness of privacy and terms of ser-
vice, the use of algorithms, cyberbullying and harassment, and information accuracy and 
democracy (Krutka et al. 2019). As stated by Krutka, Heath, and Mason (2020), instructors 
and learners must take on a technoskeptical approach in which the downsides, constraints, 
and cultural characteristics of technologies, such as social media, are scrutinized in both 
personal and educational contexts.

Overall, it is worth it for instructors to consider adequate opportunities for social media 
in education, while avoiding techno-deterministic setups and considering technoskeptical 
tactics. With a conscious effort, social media offers opportunities to cultivate, encourage, 
and foster networked learning in formal, non-formal, and informal learning experiences 
(Rehm and Notten 2016; Greenhalgh and Koehler 2017; Carpenter and Krutka 2014).

The Networked Learning Editorial Collective (2020) has re-defined networked learning 
and stated that it “involves processes of collaborative, co-operative and collective inquiry, 
knowledge-creation and knowledgeable action, underpinned by trusting relationships, 
motivated by a sense of shared challenge and enabled by convivial technologies” (p. 9). 
Networked learning incorporates seeking knowledge, learning through time, and learning 
as a social and active process (Davis 2013). Learners work to gather, filter, and organize 
content to make meaning while also sharing content and their viewpoints through social 
web applications (Kennedy 2018).

Learning through connected networks can blur the line between formal, non-formal, and 
informal learning. According to Kennedy (2018), “the transfer of knowledge and skills to 
the workplace and lifelong learning are some of the potential outcomes of integrating net-
worked learning into higher education.” The wide acceptance of mobile devices has helped 
social media applications and networked learning gain popularity by making content and 
communication accessible at all times (Juric et al. 2018). Similarly, networked learning is 
grounded on the openness of our connections to other learners, instructors, learning com-
munities, and learning resources (Carvalho 2018).

Educational reforms in Latin America

Latin America and the countries that are part of it have been defined differently by 
many. In this paper, Latin America refers to Mexico, Central America, South America, 
and islands in the Caribbean whose inhabitants speak a Romance language (see Fig. 1). 
Most think of Latin America as a Spanish speaking section of world. Yet, Portuguese 
is spoken in Brazil, Dutch is spoken in Suriname, English is spoken in Guyana and the 
Falkland Islands, and French is spoken in French Guiana. Additionally, there are various 
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indigenous language spoken across Latin America such as Quechua, Guarani, Aymara, 
Nahuatl, Caribe, Chibcha, Arawak, Mapudungun, and many others. Last, various migra-
tions to Latin America from people in Asia and Europe have let to pockets of Japanese, 
Italian, and German spoken in many communities within the region.

Historically, Latin America has experienced a high level of economic and social ine-
quality (Lugo and Schurmann 2012). This lack of economic equality has had a tremen-
dous impact on education at all levels (i.e., primary, secondary, and higher education). 
The 1980s is considered the “lost decade” in Latin America due to the harsh period 
of acute economic recession, inadequate transitions to democratic rule, and a lack of 
economic structural programs (Bernasconi and Celis 2017). Yet, the world continued 
to move through an era of globalization and knowledge societies. Over the last two dec-
ades, Latin American countries have undergone several attempts to introduce changes to 
their national education systems (Bernasconi and Celis 2017). These attempts were pri-
marily employed in higher education. The goal has been to implement public policies to 
transform totally or partially the structure or organization of higher education systems 
in governance, funding, and results (Bernasconi and Celis 2017). Of course, there are 
exceptions to this statement. Trends of change have not been homogenous throughout 
the region.

According to Amadio (2009), an exploratory analysis of national reports determined 
that the main education challenge in the region was the gap between the stated vision and 
the actual practices of inclusive education. Of course, the importance of having alignment 
between education visions, policy, and practice is well established (Butler et  al. 2018). 
Yet, the reality was that there was a need to ensure that policies and strategies translated 
into concrete actions aimed at changing institutional practice and pedagogical approaches 
(Amadio 2009). Despite these challenges, the first wave of reforms involved evaluation and 
accreditation systems, the creation of new public institutions of higher education, support 
for research and graduate programs, and the introduction of new strategies for allocating 
public funding.

Fig. 1   Latin American countries
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However, there were still aggravating factors, such as programs and policies that 
did not consider specific needs of each population segment: indigenous people, afro-
Latinx, women, learners with disabilities, and others (Gadotti 2011). Recently, poli-
cies have focused on the maintenance and consolidation of the initiatives previously 
mentioned; however, there has been an emphasis on access and equity (Bernasconi and 
Celis 2017). One example of this is the affirmative action policies taken in Brazil to 
address structural barriers keeping students of color from attending the public higher 
education system (Arnett 2015).

The infrastructure of ICT integration in Latin American education

ICT plays a significant role in Latin America in the context of access and equity. ICT 
has been integrated into the region’s educational reform agendas to improve the qual-
ity and increase access to education for all students. In the first stage, ICT programs 
aimed at providing infrastructure, mostly through the installation of computer labs in 
schools and universities (Jara et al. 2012). This initial stage also included ICT training 
to enhance the skills of teachers and students who normally do not have access to com-
puters outside of school. The second stage of ICT integration in Latin America aimed 
at providing connectivity. The emergence of the Internet in the mid-1990s expanded 
initiatives and focused on offering digital content that could support schoolwork. Then 
in the 2000s, the third stage of ICT initiatives led to web-based education portals 
focused on relevant national curricula (Lugo and Schurmann 2012).

One challenge that remained was that despite best efforts to provide access, instruc-
tors were often limited to using computers in computer labs rather than individual 
classrooms (Lugo and Schurmann 2012). This translated into instructors with ICT 
skills but unable to put them into innovative practices in the classroom. As an attempt 
to mitigate the issue of access to resources, many countries in the region adopted a 
1:1 program, which provided each student and teacher with a laptop or netbook to use 
at school and sometimes at home (Jara et al. 2012). The aim was to reduce the digital 
divide.

The digital divide in Latin America is more prominent in low income urban and 
rural populations as well as in indigenous communities. Distribution of resources often 
lack equity. Therefore, institutions in low-income urban sectors or rural areas are often 
left to survive with very few resources (Ontiveros et al. 2013). As a potential solution 
to mitigate the effects of the digital divide, education stakeholders began exploring 
mobile learning as a possible strategy for addressing some of the region’s most press-
ing educational needs (Lugo and Schurmann 2012). Access to and the use of mobile 
phones is increasing in Latin America. Mobile devices and data services are fairly easy 
to set up and cheaper than an at-home computer with high-speed Internet access.

At the policy level, mobile learning is still in its infancy. Still, the proliferation of 
mobile technologies in Latin America has the potential to reach the region’s marginal-
ized population by increasing access to educational materials and programs (Kim et al. 
2008). Through mobile learning policies and initiatives, networked learning in formal, 
non-formal, and informal settings using social media can occur in the region’s educa-
tion systems.
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Networked learning initiatives in Latin America

As a region Latin America has the fastest growth in Internet users and dominates the 
global rankings of online engagement (Gainous et al. 2016). An overwhelming majority of 
Internet users in Latin America engage by using social media sites (Gainous et al. 2016). 
This growth in internet usage, specifically social media, raises important implications for 
networked learning opportunities. Networked learning using social media has provided 
mechanisms through which instructors and learners can mobilize knowledge; create affin-
ity spaces to join; coordinate formal and non-formal learning experiences; and engage with 
like-minded people (Trust and Prestridge 2021; Greenhalgh and Koehler 2017; Carpenter 
and Krutka 2014). Given these regional trends, instructors could potentially design for-
mal, non-formal, and informal networked learning opportunities that cater to the needs of 
learners.

Social media is increasingly used as a means of communication and knowledge sharing 
in Latin America. For example, Duque and del Moral Pérez (2013) analyzed 263 institu-
tional Twitter accounts of Latin American universities. They found that Twitter was mostly 
used by institutions in Chile, Colombia, Brazil, Mexico, the Dominican Republic, and 
Venezuela. However, other countries across the region used it fairly frequently (Argentina, 
Ecuador, El Salvador, and Peru). The universities with the highest number of followers 
tweeted the most, shared content with followers using hashtags, followed users to find out 
about their topics and publications, and consequently generate a multidimensional commu-
nication flow (Duque and del Moral Pérez 2013).

The use of Twitter chats using hashtags is another example of networked learning cur-
rently occurring in Latin America. According to Staudt Willet (2019), on Twitter affinity 
spaces rely on hashtags as the primary organizing feature. Twitter education hashtags have 
been organized around numerous topics and geographical locations (Staudt Willet 2019). 
One example is #LatamEd. The hashtag #LatamEd is used to connect educators, education 
foundations and non-profits, education researchers, and institutions of higher education 
to discuss topics such as innovation in elementary education, educational leadership, and 
sustainable innovation programs in education, amongst others. The hashtag is also used 
to share resources, information about programs, scholarship, academic articles, and oth-
ers. This is one of the main Twitter hashtags used to discuss topics related to education 
in the Latin American region; however, many others are used, such as #educarchile and 
#fomentolectura.

Another networked learning initiative occurring in Latin America is the use of edu-
cational channels in online video hosting platforms, such as YouTube. These educational 
channels disseminate virtual classes related to different topics and provide access via 
mobile phone. An example of this type of educational channel is Ayudinga, established 
by a foundation in Panama that provides courses related to math, biology, physics, and 
chemistry. The courses are delivered via YouTube live and archived for later viewing. The 
content created by Ayudinga is also disseminated in other digital platforms such as Insta-
gram, in which they are followed and connected with a network of thousands of prospec-
tive learners.

In more recent times, the emergency response to the COVID-19 pandemic, in which 
many schools had to switch from face-to-face instruction to remote instruction (syn-
chronous or asynchronous), has led to the use of other social media in teaching and 
learning. In several countries in Latin America, the emergency response in education 
encourages some institutions to consider the use of live virtual classes using Instagram 



2273Current initiatives, barriers, and opportunities for networked…

1 3

Live and Facebook (Cobo et al. 2020). These social networking tools are available as 
both a browser and mobile phone application format.

Several organizations are implementing additional community and government pro-
grams to support networked learning in the education systems in different countries in 
Latin America. In Argentina, the Ministry of Education created a program for learn-
ers 9–13  years old called “Aprender Conectados” (Benítez Larghi 2020). This pro-
gram integrates educational and technological innovation and increases digital literacy 
through learning communities (Benítez Larghi 2020). Through networked learning, 
the students work together to increase their knowledge of Scratch, web programming 
(HTML and CSS), and Python. In Chile, the Innovation Center sponsored by the Min-
istry of Education has created an initiative called “Aulas Conectedas.” The objective 
of this initiative is to personalize learning through the use of educational technology 
and online resources (Centro de Inovacion 2019). The aim is to establish projects that 
allow instructors in their classrooms to access other networks to support instruction at 
all educational levels (Centro de Inovacion 2019).

Learners in Latin America are open to networked learning initiatives using social 
media in teaching and learning. An investigation conducted by Cabero and Marin 
(2013) found that students in Latin American countries have extensive experi-
ence using the Internet for educational work, which enables a certain level of “vir-
tual mobility” for learning. In their research, Cabero and Marin (2013) determined 
that learners perceived themselves as having good social media skills and experience 
using the Internet for learning. Students preferred Facebook over Twitter and LinkedIn 
(Cabero and Marin 2013). Very similar results were found by Gonzalez and Muñoz 
(2016). They investigated the level of acceptance and participation in social media by 
students, instructors, and administrators in an institution of higher education in Pan-
ama. The results also provided strong support for the use of Facebook, as well as Twit-
ter and LinkedIn, in education. More significantly, many of the participants surveyed 
confirmed that they used social media to support their academic work as learners or 
instructors (Gonzalez and Muñoz 2016). By contrast, an investigation by Rodriguez 
and Restrepo (2015) found that higher education students in Colombia did not use 
Twitter very often or perceive it as a beneficial educational tool for learning. How-
ever, higher education students agreed that Twitter was a good source of resources and 
information. Therefore, Rodriguez and Restrepo (2015) emphasized the importance 
of promoting strategies to help instructors engage creatively with networked learning 
technologies that can potentially enhance learning experiences by sharing information 
and increasing collaboration.

Factors influencing networked learning in Latin America

Barriers

Several barriers should be considered before implementation or consideration of net-
worked learning initiatives in Latin America. Some of these barriers are the digital 
divide, the Internet filtering policies of governments, and lack of assessment and evi-
dence to support these initiatives (see Fig. 2).
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Digital divide

The digital divide is “really a socioeconomic, cultural, and power divide that exists at both 
local and global levels” (Bishop et al. 2001). It impacts both social justice and technical 
communication. We often equate the digital divide with just lack of access to the Inter-
net; however, there are many other factors such as affordability, usage, social resources and 
skills, infrastructure, and literacy skills (Ding 2020).

Increased networked learning, via social media, using mobile phones presents digital 
divide challenges related to mobile bandwidth affordability. Although, the cost of mobile 
bandwidth has diminished in Latin America, it can still be a significant expense for low-
income families. A report from 2016 revealed that mobile devices represents 17 percent 
of the income for the poorest 40 percent of Latin Americans but only two percent for the 
wealthiest (Sucre and Manning 2016). In addition to the cost of mobile bandwidth afford-
ability, it is crucial to address the cost of the devices. Mobile phones are a more accessible 
and low-cost substitute for computers. However, mobile phones that can be used to access 
the Internet and run social media applications are often a luxury for underpaid workers.

The digital divide also is visible in terms of lack of digital literacy. To fully integrate 
networked learning using social media applications, instructors and learners need to fully 
understand how to take advantage of the Internet and mobile technology. There are still 
faculty and students who are hesitant to use mobile learning technologies, such as social 
media, or do not know how to integrate it into their academic work (Fainholc 2016; Rodri-
guez and Restrepo 2015).

Fig. 2   Barriers and opportunities to consider before further implementation of networked learning in Latin 
America
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Internet filtering policies

The Internet represents a medium in which individual-level use can shift attitudes. 
Users could be controlled or influenced by filtering schemes. However, the most heavy-
handed Internet controls are often set by the state (Deibert et al. 2008). These regula-
tions can require filtering of digital media challenges to the status quo; it aims to limit 
the Internet’s utility for change. These regulations take different forms, such as limited 
access, filtering, firewalls, control of search engines, control, or block of certain web-
sites or portals (Gainous et al. 2016). These regulations aim to limit the dissemination 
of information, creating a boundary on the Internet’s alternative information sphere that, 
in turn, limits changes in attitudes (Gainous et  al. 2016). In Latin America, there are 
countries in which state-authored regulations have been used to control access, limit 
what citizens can share, or encourage self-censorship (Gainous et al. 2016). Countries 
with internet filtering policies include Colombia, Mexico, and Venezuela. Given the his-
tory of political instability in the region, Internet filtering policies could be a barrier to 
networked learning in the future.

Lack of research

A review of the literature related to mobile learning initiatives, networked learning, and 
the use of social media in teaching and learning in Latin America reveals very little 
research, assessment, or evaluation on past or existing initiatives. The lack of follow-up 
indicates that there are limited results or evidence on whether past or current efforts are 
helping to improve learning outcomes (Sucre and Manning 2016). This could prevent 
further support from institutions, instructors, and students as well as funding entities. 
Unfortunately, current organizational structures do very little to promote research in 
digital humanities (Fainholc 2016).

Some have argued that it is vital to highlight the singularity of every country, given 
that each state has different social, political, and economic issues and policies (Fainholc 
2016). With this in mind, it is even more critical to have adequate research, assessment, 
and evaluation of the outcomes of the different initiatives. There are various analyses 
related to interactions that are critical. We should aim to understand what is occurring as 
initiatives are implemented in interactions between: learners, learners and instructor(s), 
and learners and their networked learning environments (Ontiveros et al. 2013).

Opportunities

Networked learning brings several opportunities to the region. These opportunities 
enhance current initiatives and propel new advances for networked learning (see Fig. 2).

Networked learning‑educational reforms

The role of education has shifted from being a fundamental factor with a major impact 
on economic development and modernization to a more critical role in promoting global 
values (Blasco and Krause Hansen 2006). As mentioned by Gebera (2010), educational 
reforms have aimed to educate citizens that are critical, constructive, and reflective to 
nurture a society in which information and knowledge prevail as the sources of influence 
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and wellness. In Latin America, the evolution of ITC in higher education and educa-
tional reforms should continue to parallel the demands of globalization, technological 
development, and the need for new types of knowledge and skills (Gebera 2010). Future 
initiatives can focus on networked learning in higher education and other educational 
levels. Networked learning is an excellent opportunity to foster educated global citizens 
from an early age (Centro de Inovacion 2019; Benítez Larghi 2020).

Mobile learning technology

Countries in Latin America have aimed to focus on educational reforms that promote 
access and equity. With that in mind, some ITC initiatives have migrated to the use of 
technological resources that are more easily accessible to the general population. Mobile 
learning is an emerging technology that can be more available to all learners in Latin 
America. So far, there are several governmental and community organizations that focus 
on launching mobile learning programs (Jara et al. 2012). For example, the national alpha-
betization program in Colombia, the PSU movil program in Chile, the mobiles for super-
visors in Argentina, the evaluation of learning through mobile phones in Paraguay, and 
the BridgeIT and Seeds of Empowerment program in various Latin American countries 
(Jara et  al. 2012). While mobile learning technologies refer to mobile phone technology 
only, mobile learning may incorporate other mobile technologies, such as tablet computers, 
these devices are far more costly and have limited availability (Jara et al. 2012).

If designed and funded adequately, a move in the direction of mobile learning technol-
ogy can serve to reach vulnerable populations to meet literacy and basic education needs 
(Kim et al. 2008; Valencia-Arias et al. 2018). Mobile learning technology can also aid in 
the administrative management of education systems in Latin America (Lugo and Schur-
mann 2012). Factors that enable this movement of mobile learning technologies include 
the high penetration rate of mobile phones and the level of familiarity that instructors, staff, 
and students have with mobile devices (Lugo and Schurmann 2012). Recent research has 
found that there is a strong support from instructors across Latin America for the use of 
mobile learning technologies (Ballesteros Ballesteros et  al. 2020; Valencia-Arias et  al. 
2018). Additionally, one last enabling factor is that analysts continue to forecast an increase 
in mobile broadband services (Lugo and Schurmann 2012). So far, Alderete (2019) has 
reported that mobile broadband penetration growth in Latin American countries has 
increased on average from 8.27% in 2011 to 44% in 2015.

Social media ethical considerations

The implementation of networked learning initiatives in Latin America provides the oppor-
tunity to teach about ethical practices for use and teaching of social media. Over the last 
few years, several social media platforms that are used in teaching and learning prac-
tices have been involved in (a) unethical use of user data, (b) surveillance of their users’ 
activities, (c) inadequate monitoring for abuse by other users, (d) spreading misinforma-
tion and other disreputable behaviors (Krutka et  al. 2019). Therefore, educators wishing 
to use social media as part of their networked learning initiatives must educate learners 
on issues that could arise when engaging in activities using these platforms. As stated by 
Krutka et al. (2019): “educators, particularly those of us encouraging students to log on to 
these platforms, should consider questions such as: how do social media companies make 
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money? To what degree do profit motives compromise transparency, equity, health, safety 
and democracy?”.

Another critical consideration is the opportunity to educate learners about “context col-
lapse” (Dennen and Burner 2017) and the resulting tensions or conflicts (Veletsianos 2016) 
that could arise from using personal networks via social media for networked learning. 
According to Dennen and Burner (2017), “context collapse occurs when multiple social 
settings come together in the same online space.” This often occurs when an individual has 
to manage using a social media platform as both a personal and professional space. This 
leads to tensions related to identity, in which an individual may have to behave differently 
in different social arenas online (Dennen and Burner 2017). Creating an understanding of 
context collapse prior to implementation of networked learning initiatives serves to prevent 
tensions and conflicts.

Recommendations for policymakers and education leaders in Latin 
America

After examining the current initiatives, barriers, and opportunities for networked learning 
using social media in Latin America, it is important to identify specific areas of prospects 
that can improve networked learning in this specific region and context (see Fig. 3). The 
following are a range of recommendations for policymakers and education leaders in Latin 
America:

Fig. 3   Areas of prospects that can improve networked learning in Latin America
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•	 Regional needs Latin America is often referred to as a socio-cultural homogeneous 
unit. Yet, different countries in Latin America have dissimilar socio, political, cultural 
and educational needs (Fainholc 2016; Yuni et al. 2014). Some researchers have even 
stated that Latin America is an imaginary construct, given the multiplicity, diversity, 
and heterogenicity that runs and constitutes its current society and historical-political 
configuration (Rodríguez 2009; Yuni et  al. 2014). Therefore, it is critical for Latin 
American policymakers and education leaders to research the needs of the individuals 
in each country, region, or specific setting. Considering and studying country-, region-, 
or setting-specific needs will allow those involved to set realistic initiatives that (a) 
adequately address the needs of the learners involved, (b) gain support from different 
stakeholders, and (c) move forward from a concept or idea to implementation

•	 Strategic long-term goals Depending on the type of networked learning initiative, for-
mal or non-formal, it would be beneficial for policymaker and education leaders in 
Latin America to consider establishing long-term goals or plans for implementation. 
Within these goals and plans, policymakers and education leaders can determine antici-
pated technological issues, technical support, alignment with curricula, instructional 
support, roles of those involved, funding, maintenance of existing and new partner-
ships, and educational outcomes, among others (Jara et al. 2012). Of course, many of 
these factors should be considered for any ICT integration initiative, not just networked 
learning

•	 Intersectoral cooperation These types of coalitions between different types of organi-
zations can allow networked learning projects to scale up from exploration to research 
and then on to implementation and maintenance (Jara et al. 2012). These intersectoral 
cooperation alliances can include academic institutions, government, non-governmen-
tal organizations, and private organizations. Some of the existing networked learning 
initiatives mentioned in this paper, such as a the “Aulas Conectadas” in Chile (Cen-
tro de Inovacion 2019) and the “Aprender Conectados” in Argentina (Benítez Larghi 
2020), were the result of intersectoral cooperation alliances between government insti-
tutions working with academic and non-government institutions. In general, intersec-
toral cooperation alliances have aided in the implementation of collaborative efforts 
with a socio-educational focus (Mayayo et al. 2020). For example, the CaixaProinfacia 
“La Caixa” program is an intersectoral cooperation with a socio-education emphasis, 
which was developed with the intent to combat the social and educational exclusion of 
children in 18 different regions of Spain (Mayayo et al. 2020). Intersectoral cooperation 
alliances are critical for the implementation of networked learning initiatives that are 
sustainable over time

•	 Strategies to minimize costs The involvement of intersectoral cooperation amongst 
potential alliances can be a strategy to minimize costs. Current or future networked 
learning initiatives in Latin America could distribute the costs or resources amongst 
those involved in an intersectoral cooperation alliance. Alternative strategies could be 
to engage in an intersectoral cooperation alliance in which certain organizations help 
reduce implementation expenses while others aim to support maintenance expenses. 
Ideally, learners can access networked learning initiatives that (a) are affordable to 
maintain long-term by members of an intersectoral cooperation alliance and (b) do not 
represent an additional expense in their educational experiences

•	 Professional development As mentioned by several research efforts (Fainholc 2016; 
Rodriguez and Restrepo 2015; Twining et al. 2013), instructors often lack the basic 
knowledge of ICT integration at different educational levels. The topic of “instructor 
professional development focused on ICT integration” has been discussed widely by 



2279Current initiatives, barriers, and opportunities for networked…

1 3

many organizations, including the EDUsummIT events in 2009 (Albion et al. 2011) 
and 2011 (Twining et al. 2013). Latin American policymakers and education lead-
ers should aim to continue moving forward with educational reforms that address 
ICT integration knowledge and skills. Furthermore, professional development on 
ICT integration knowledge and skills should include networked learning application 
at both the macro and micro level. Issues related to effective professional develop-
ment are not new but often not addressed or not addressed effectively (Twining et al. 
2013).

Conclusion

This paper aims to explore and describe the current initiatives, barriers, and opportuni-
ties for networked learning experiences using social media within the context of Latin 
America. This topic is motivated by the TWG7 “Connected learning: Online human 
interaction and interaction with digital resources” established at the International Sum-
mit on ICT in Education in 2019. The TWG7 defined connected learning as leveraging 
“media and technology for expanded access to global communities and cross-cultural 
and interdisciplinary learning pathways across the lifespan” (International Summit on 
ICT in Education 2019).

The role of networked learning with the support of convivial technologies is dis-
cussed. Convivial tools afford networks of people (with common ground or interests) 
the opportunity to connect  regardless of the format of the medium (i.e., virtual or in-
person networks). In this paper, it is argued that social media represents a convivial 
technology in which individuals are engaging in networked learning. Additionally, this 
paper provides a review of educational reforms in Latin America. It also shares an over-
view of the current state of ICT integration in different educational levels.

The core of this paper focuses on some of the current informal, non-formal and for-
mal networked learning initiatives taking place in Latin America. These include the use 
of institutional social media, educational hashtags, social media in the classroom (vir-
tual and in-person), educational channels via video hosting platforms, and government 
established networked learning programs for connected classrooms. The same multi-
plicity, diversity, and heterogenicity that represent the culture, languages, and socio-
economic status of the people of Latin America can also characterize the vast mixture 
of networked learning initiatives across the region.

To aid those considering networked learning initiatives in Latin America, policymak-
ers, and education leaders, this paper provides potential barriers (i.e., the digital divide, 
Internet filtering policies, lack of research) and opportunities (i.e., networked learn-
ing educational reforms, mobile learning technology, the teaching ethical and critical 
considerations) for implementation. This paper concludes with recommendations that 
policymakers and education leaders in Latin America should keep in mind in order to 
engage in fruitful networked learning initiatives.
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