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Introduction
The term “folksonomy” (from the terms “folk” and “taxonomy”) is also known as tagging or social bookmarking.  It is, in essence, a way to categorize or mark information for future retrieval using a personal vocabulary rather than the common and highly structured taxonomy traditionally used in libraries.  As Morrison states: “The primary goal of bookmarking is tagging an item so that you can find it again. Tags can later
be searched or used to organize a large collection into categories in tune with the user’s own idiosyncratic mental model.” (2007, p.13)   While the creation of a folksonomy is usually applied to tagging of online images or websites, it also has promise in user tagging in library catalogs or school library settings.  There is debate in the library community about the advisability of this, but, as Arch argues, “If we are already making classifiers out of ordinary people, why not bring social tagging into the library?”  (2007, p.80)  Much of the debate over folksonomy in the library is couched as an either/or proposition.  Traditional taxonomy avoids the duplication and errors that folksonomy presents, while user tagging provides rapid adaptation to new technology and concepts.  West (2007) offers a middle ground: 

“While a free tagging system is no substitute for an authoritative taxonomy, it can be a worthwhile, simple, and eminently useful addition to any system that aims to successfully store and retrieve digital information. Allowing users to tell a system what method of finding digital content works for them is a good start to having a truly interactive and responsive library system.”  (p. 59)
Additionally, two of the reasons users tag that Morrison discusses apply especially to students in school libraries: 1) in order to find information again later and 2) as a way of expressing opinions (Morrison, 2007).
Although the use of tagging is widespread, the purpose of tagging is not necessarily agreed upon.   While the benefit of traditional taxonomies is so that an item can be cataloged once in a standard way using a set, definitive, common taxonomy for the benefit of all, this is not the way folksonomies work.  With each user devising the terms that seem most appropriate to him/her, there are as many ideas about the best way to tag an information resource as there are users.  While this highlights one positive feature of folksonomy, namely the “inclusiveness; they reflect the vocabulary of the users, regardless of viewpoint, background, bias, and so forth (Spiteri, 2007 p. 14),” it also brings up the biggest disadvantage to social tagging:  a lack of standards that allows spam tagging and the natural variations resulting from synonyms and misspellings (Arch, 2007, p.81).  Most authors view the purpose of tagging as the creation of a collaborative categorization of online resources for common use.  Others, however, including Thomas Vander Wal who coined the term “folksonomy,” view the purpose of tagging and its greatest benefit as relating to personal use. “It is not collaborative... it is the result of personal free tagging of information and objects … for one's own retrieval.”   (Spiteri, 2007, p.14)  Nevertheless, there is a natural overlap when tagging for one’s own retrieval is in a shared space and others find it valuable for their own use.  
Social Tagging in School Environments

Although social tagging can be somewhat user-centric, it can also be used in a broader context such as school library settings.  While tagging items can be quite useful in organizing one’s own information, it is the collaborative nature of folksonomies that makes them especially useful in educational environments.  In fact, Richardson (2007) characterizes social tagging as an "empowering" (p. 50) way of harnessing the vast resources of the Internet, citing the “wisdom of crowds” (p. 50) as a positive attribute.  Bell (2009) maintains that two of the strongest benefits folksonomies can offer teachers and students are the "ability to assign many tags to any one artifact" and "the ability to share with other people" (p. 41).  

Bolan, Canada and Cullin (2007) make the argument that using Web 2.0 tools such as social tagging encourages increased library usage by teenagers.  They admit it requires "radical trust" on the part of library professionals, which can be demonstrated by "allowing and encouraging customers and patrons to participate in shaping and creating the library" (p. 40-41).  They go on to advocate for libraries to involve teens in all aspects of library planning and services.  Incorporating user generated tags into collection records could be one way to achieve this.  

According to Gaffney and Rafferty (2009), using social tagging in a school setting creates user-generated labels that serve as a “direct reflection of the vocabulary of the users” (p. 377).  This is particularly helpful in school settings, because most students use a more informal vocabulary than do many control authorities.  Beyond sharing resources, folksonomies can have an impact on how students generate their own information.  Nicotra (2009) believes that understanding and using social tagging can lead to a “keener sense of audience awareness” because students become aware of “how people might find, receive, and ultimately use the information that the student has contributed” (p. W274).  Because students understand this information is for widespread consumption, they are more apt to use tags that have more widespread appeal as opposed to more subjective terms.

Although user-generated labels can facilitate student use of information, there are some noteworthy obstacles that must be discussed.  Bell (2009) warns against the "misspelling, homophone-related confusion, and general messiness" (p. 41) that is inherent in user-generated content.  These errors would likely increase in frequency with younger students who are still learning these language skills.  Instead of making items more accessible, these errors have the opposite effect.
Using Folksonomies in Schools
           

While the literature supports the use of folksonomies, user-generated tags, and social book-marking in school environments, it may be helpful to explore specific examples of how it can be used.  Richardson (2007, p. 51) cites an example of a math teacher who created a blog for an advanced placement calculus class (http://apcalc06.blogspot.com/).  Both the teacher and the students employed user-generated tags in two distinct ways.  First, the blog itself uses tags in each of the posts, ultimately resulting in 23 different labels.  They range from individual student names to categories such as “homework” or “exam review”.  Also incorporated into the blog is a link to items that participants bookmarked in Del.icio.us (www.delicious.com).  Students and teacher alike could identify articles of interest by assigning the tag “apcalc06”.  This exemplary use of tagging shows how these user-assigned terms can contribute to a collaborative environment where information is classified according to agreed upon norms and shared for the class’s collective benefit.
Another use potential use for folksonomic tagging in schools would be the bibliographic tagging in literature.  Several websites are designed for this purpose, such as www.librarything.org and www.shelfari.com.  These sites allow students to virtually discuss books, explore new materials to read, and read reviews from other users.  User-tagging is being introduced into online library catalogs, such as WorldCat (http://www.worldcat.org) as well as individual libraries such as the Ann Arbor District Library (http://www.aadl.org/catalog/tagcloud) and the University of Pennsylvania’s well-known PennTags (http://tags.library.upenn.edu/).

Our experience in school libraries has led us to believe that social tagging would have limited effectiveness with younger children.  As pointed out above, user tags are susceptible to errors that may interfere with their effectiveness in aiding subsequent user searches.  Because many primary-school-aged children are still learning language skills that impact tagging, such as spelling and grammar, tagging may not be appropriate for that level.  Another issue with students in lower grades is their tendency to be use very general terms when searching for items.  If they use the same general terms when assigning tags, it would be limiting to the overall effectiveness of those tags. 
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