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Makerspaces are appearing in many developed countries, and studies of them have emphasized common themes:
makers work better within a community of other makers, and makerspaces are more effective if they can foster a culture
of sharing and empower individuals to teach others. 

Liang, Lu, Liu, and Su (2019) discovered that makers in China seek inspiration from a variety of sources, including from
others’ projects and from their community needs. Their study breaks down they types of information typically sought by
makers; this sets makers apart from some other communities because not only are they seeking content-based info,
but also skill-based info so they can learn what they can create and how to make it. Additionally, the environment in
which makers work facilitates knowledge generation, sharing, and transformation.

These are similar findings to a study of Australian reenactors. Robinson and Yerbury (2015) found that maker hobbyists
like reenactors combine searching among peers with searching more formal sources like museums, libraries, and the
internet. The community upholds high standards of participation, but is happy to share and teach as they contribute to
the collective store of knowledge for the community. This culture of prioritizing knowledge created and shared by other
makers over more formal sources of information is noted in studies of makers in the US (Li and Todd, 2019) and the UK
(Makri, Hsueh, and Jones, 2019) as well.

Schwarz (2013) wrote about the Gates Foundation Global Libraries program’s Peer Learning Meeting in Cape Town,
South Africa. She spoke to William Harmer about his experience at the conference, and he described a sense of
professional pride after hearing international colleagues share about their makerspaces: “I walked away feeling pretty
awesome about our profession, that we are taking a leadership role in innovation. [T]here is an opportunity for the
democratization of the tools of invention, to provide space for local entrepreneurs to connect with the do-it-yourself
generation; we can create the shop class of the 21st century, [and] the library can be the center of that.” Makerspaces
are about more than play—they empower people to innovate, invent, and learn in a hands-on environment that not all
libraries and other learning spaces offer. Harmer’s comment about the “democratization of the tools of invention”
suggests an equalizing power in makerspaces that can benefit those with less access to these expensive resources.

Thus makerspaces are useful beyond self-actualizing pursuits. They can supplement foundational knowledge and skills
to lower the barrier to access for trades and careers. Njambi-Szlapka (2019) cited the youth unemployment problem in
Africa as a motivator for developing makerspace programs. She noted that “technical and vocational training
institutions lack adequate facilities or equipment to provide young people with practical knowledge,” and makerspaces
can make up for that. However, she also noted the lack of women and other more marginalized makers in current
makerspace culture in places like Nairobi, Kenya and Gauteng, South Africa. Most users are young male university
graduates who already have an IT background. There is room for outreach to marginalized populations with programs
like mobile maker labs, user-centered design of makerspace offerings, and partnerships with educational institutions to
make full use of the opportunities that makerspaces can provide to people who would otherwise not have access to
such information and resources.
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The reenactor article looks super interesting. It appears that sharing culture and enhancing the
collective is in full swing.
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Very interesting to learn about maker culture globally. Do you think maker culture in the U.S. will
encourage more young people to get involved in the trades and see the trades as a viable
alternative to four year academic education?
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I’m curious about the implication for the trades’ future as well, Amy. I think there’s
tantalizing potential for a revitalization of trade work, but I also think it’ll take government
recognition at one or more levels levels (city, state, national) to revive those parts of the
economy. Hopefully if a Green New Deal or something along those lines gets passed in
the coming years, it will provide a new opportunity to figure out how skilled, maker-
oriented labor can help build the sustainable economy we need.
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That’s a great question. I’d like to think it will help to legitimize trades as careers, but many
schools are almost actively working against this as they push students toward AVID, AP,
and other college-oriented coursework. There’s nothing wrong with encouraging students
in this way of course, but in my experience this happens at the expense of trades and
vocational training. I’ve worked in schools that offer fantastic CTE programs, yet students
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still feel a little stigmatized for being part of these pathways instead of college-bound
pathways. Students tend to look down on community colleges and vocational schools
even though so many of them go these schools. I don’t think maker culture can do much
until high schools foster a more balanced perspective among their students. They need to
stop obsessing over college readiness and admission numbers and find more well-
rounded ways to measure student success.
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