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HOW DO WE SUPPORT CONTINUED ENGAGEMENT IN CREATIVE 
PRODUCTION, EVEN AFTER YOUTH LEAVE OUR EVENTS & 
PROGRAMS? 

As youth development educators and learning scientists interested in supporting 

long-term, interest driven learning around digital media, we took a crack at this 

problem, and we hope the lessons we share here might advance the ways that 

informal education organizations could think about promoting learning pathways 

that span contexts. The case we share here documents a series of design exper-

iments that Mouse and Hive Research Lab collaborated on to better understand 

this problem space, and some pitfalls and lessons learned along the way.
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-
-
-

-

-

“brokering future learning opportunities” 
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THE CONTEXT: MOUSE MAKER NIGHTS

-

-

-
-

-

THE APPROACH: SHORT-CYCLE DESIGN-BASED RESEARCH
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DESIGN ITERATION #1 — THE “KEEP MAKING” DIY FORTUNE TELLER 
OVERVIEW
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WHAT HAPPENED? 

We introduced the DIY Fortune Teller Make at several Maker Nights. During the opening of the 
evenings we showed the group how to make and use it. In some on-site user tests, it seemed that 
most kids immediately knew what do with the fortune teller, the core mechanics of how to fold 
it up, how to use it with a friend to count and then how to open up the “secret messages.” Cool! 
Some were really engaged by the activity of using it with a friend, others less so. Ok, good to 
know. 

making the fortune teller more colorful was incorporated into a later version. Ultimately though, 
we never got any clicks on the bit.ly links to the follow up information, though students did make 
the fortune tellers and take them home. This wasn’t entirely surprising either — in our user tests, 
even when kids were having a good time with it, they usually had to be directed to the fact that 
it was about getting to access online resources for making. They didn’t really see a connection 
between the fortune teller itself and the idea that it was an information resource that could support 
future creative work.

LESSONS LEARNED

 • Reduce friction between the different aspects of the design. In order to get to the digital
making resources, youth had to create the fortune teller, take it home, retrieve it, and then type in a 
link. Too many points of friction along the way may have been contributed to kids not accessing
the resources. 

 • Make sure a design isn’t just engaging, but engaging in a way that closely aligns with what
the design is trying to accomplish. Ultimately, the fortune teller design and keep making message 
weren’t aligned. 

 • Reflect on the problem we were trying to solve here - was it a problem that students

 

prioritized? Was a lack of knowledge about tools that could support making the thing
that got in the way of teens making on their own time? Or were other factors getting
in the way?
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DESIGN ITERATION #2 — #KEEPMAKING & #MOUSEMAKES SOCIAL 
MEDIA RAFFLE
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THE CONJECTURE
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DESIGN ITERATION #3 — TECH WITHOUT PURPOSE RAFFLE

OVERVIEW 
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TECH WITHOUT PURPOSE:
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YOUR DESIGN CHALLENGE IS: DESIGN A TECHNOLOGY WITH NO PURPOSE

SOURCED FROM: MOUSE.ORG
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DESIGN ITERATION #4 — THE MOUSEFRIDGE CHATBOT

THE SPARK 
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OVERVIEW 
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THE CONJECTURE

1.

2.

WHAT HAPPENED? 

LESSONS LEARNED

 •  It’s possible that lack of responses were due to confusion around who was reaching out to 
them — clearer ways to establish that the account was linked to an organization they trusted, either 
during the event or when the chatbot reached out, or both, might help with this. 

 • Some youth were hesitant to give their phone numbers to organizations.
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LESSONS ON SUPPORTING YOUTH TO KEEP MAKING

Broadly, our team learned that the problem we were trying to solve was both more complex and 
more challenging than we’d initially understood. We came in thinking that supporting youth to 
keep making after an event would involve just building a small bridge, creating a modest nudge. 
We were just trying to get youth to just go one step further, not take on something bigger like 
enrolling in a new program or finding an internship, common pathway-supporting goals that 
informal learning organizations sometimes try to facilitate. The story turned out to be much 
di�erent. 

Anyone involved in any sort of organizing does know that getting people to engage in valued 
activities when you’re in a face to face context is easier than supporting them to do things once 
they leave. It was certainly true in our case.

On reflection, we believe that many of our challenges were due to a misunderstanding on our part 
of what kinds of youth were coming to maker night. We thought that the students who opted 
to attend a program like this would likely be self-motivated since these programs are entirely 
optional, and would be the kinds of students who would geek out on their own if given the proper 
amount of support. We assumed many who had an interest in technology would be interested in 
attending Maker Nights to get an opportunity to either sample other technologies they haven’t 
used before or to be able to dive deeper into something they are already familiar with by talking 
to that activity table’s facilitator. And we assumed that if a student showed interest in a topic like 
circuitry after building a light up creature that if we provided them with online resources they 
would continue pursuing their new interest on their own time. As it turned out, the youth that 
came to Maker Night had a number of characteristics that challenged these assumptions. First, 
most were brought by teachers that had Mouse programs in their schools, not ones that were at 
enough of a threshold of interest to continue making. Second, the range of ages of students varied 
in ways that meant some of our designs, like those that involved social media, not viable for them 
to participate in.  

In general, these realities reinforced the importance of really well understanding who your users 
are, their levels of interest and expertise, digital lives, motivations for engaging in your programs, 
etc. 

Another lesson learned was that the problem we were trying to solve meant that our designs 
often were hard to measure and test. We were able to gain a pretty decent understanding of how 
youth interacted with our “inputs” — like the fortune teller or “design without purpose” prompt. 
But when youth left, there were fewer data points we could use to understand what was going 
on with them; we either saw that they submitted things (to the hashtag, through emailing Mouse 
sta�ers), or clicked the bit.ly link with resources, or not. For all we knew, some of the students that 
came to Maker Night were making on their own time after the event, just not making this visible 
through our participation structures. 

Coming o� the project, we o�er a couple of principles that others might consider as they attempt 
to support youth to engage in making after an in-person experience:  
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• Know your youth — don’t skimp on understanding exactly who the youth 

are that you’re trying to encourage to make on their own time, both in 

terms of more general characteristics like age and gender, but also their 

level of interest, expertise, and habits around digital media. 

• Align the design with the valued outcome — a design might be engaging, 

like our Fortune Teller, but if its overall design doesn’t convey the valued 

activity, you won’t get the outcomes you care about.  

• Be sensitive to cross-setting contexts — in attempting to bridge both 

into contexts like home, social media and peer settings, a range of 

cultural norms and practices are at play that impact how a design meant 

to support learning across contexts plays out.  

• Find a good hook — we do believe that our designs that had a clearer 

purpose and context in terms of making (ironically, the “design without 

purpose” challenge) had a positive impact in terms of motivations and 

overall engagement.   

•    Iterate often, quickly, and in context — one aspect of the project 

that feels like a success was having a design trajectory that ended up 

involving many iterations, with new ones directly responding to how we 

saw prior ones playing out in context. This was supported by choosing 

a setting — Maker Night — that took place with relative frequency, 

but also had some time in between to look at data and develop new 

iterations. 
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