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Foreword    

 In this centenary year of the birth of the Canadian media guru Marshall McLuhan, 
it is appropriate to see the publication of an important new book on network use in 
teaching and learning. Among McLuhan’s most profound observations was that 
“we shape our tools and then the tools shape us.” This observation, coupled with the 
profound increase in network use by people of all ages around the globe, helps us be 
cognizant of the most signifi cant change in our “networked” society. We have cre-
ated and are continually shaping our tools to applications in all domains – not 
excluding education. Now our tools are shaping us. 

 Education is made up of communications, information retrieval, and knowledge 
production – each of which is in the midst of massive and unprecedented change. As 
teachers and researchers of the applied science and practice of education, we need 
to have a very deep understanding of network and media effects. We need to under-
stand and become skilled in exploiting the affordances of networks and networking 
tools to improve the content and the context, and most importantly the effectiveness 
and effi ciency of the learning process. 

 In my own experiences (many echoed in the experiences related in this text) you 
will see the challenges faced and the successes achieved by innovators as they attempt 
to realize the new, while mitigating and confronting the disruptive effects of systems 
built and shaped by “old media.” Networked learning challenges both rigid hierar-
chies and individualistic notions of learning; both centralized education administra-
tions and individual teacher control of classrooms. It leads us to investigate more 
deeply the role of groups and sets as well as networks in individual and collective 
learning. And perhaps most challenging, it leads us to investigate our own notions of 
knowledge construction, information dissemination, privacy, and ownership. 

 One of the problems we all face in harnessing rapidly changing technologies is 
the sense that we are always behind and that we just can’t keep up! This book 
doesn’t solve that problem but the editors and the authors of each chapter serve the 
function of all explorers. They expand boundaries and borders. But as importantly 
they blaze trails for others to follow, create maps, and tell compelling stories when 
they return. Each chapter relates the experience and most provide empirical data to 
help us fi rst understand these technologies and then judge which tools will likely 
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make a difference in our teaching and individual learning contexts. They also provide 
insights into the best trails to use and maps that guide us on the path but as impor-
tantly show us the treasures that lie at the end of these paths. 

 Another of McLuhan’s insightful quips was to turn an older aphorism on its head 
when he claimed that “I wouldn’t have seen it if I hadn’t believed it.” Network 
effects are changing educational systems in very profound ways, and yet most of us 
are neither trained nor experienced in seeing, much less exploiting, these opportuni-
ties. Fortunately, you are not now, or will soon not be (after reading this text!), one 
of those lacking this vision – I am confi dent that you will believe in the educational 
power of these media after reading this text and thus not only be able to see but be 
able to use networks to improve your own teaching, researching, and learning. 
 Exploring the   Theory, Pedagogy and Practice of Networked Learning  has helped 
me and I am sure will assist you in not only seeing but in believing in the many 
profound ways and opportunities we are facing in education today. 

 My only words of advice to the reader is to make use, explore, and test the net-
working approaches, tools, and pedagogies described in this book. It is useful to 
read about network applications, but there is no substitute for the experience of deep 
and profound learning that occurs as we develop and experience our own connected 
worlds. There is much to learn and an almost overwhelming need for better educa-
tion – the tools and pedagogies described in this book are critically important in 
shaping ourselves and our world.

Athabasca, AB Terry Anderson
 Professor in Canada Research 

Chair in Distance Education, 
 Athabasca University, Canada    
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  Professor Peter Goodyear  
Australian Laureate Fellow, University of Sydney, Australia. 

 The editors are to be congratulated in creating a valuable collection of writing by 
leading researchers in the fast-moving fi eld of networked learning. The book offers 
some innovative ways of conceptualising learning and technology-mediated inter-
action; a number of empirical studies provide intriguing glimpses into emerging 
learning environments. Most important of all, the deep refl ection on knowing and 
action, and on relations between the digital/material, social and mental, that is 
necessitated when trying to understand networked learning, leads the broader fi eld 
of educational inquiry towards richer conceptualisations of theory and praxis. This 
is essential reading for anyone interested in the complex mix of ideas about how the 
social, technical, and personal combine in contemporary learning situations. 

  Professor Roger Säljö  
Department of Education, Communication and Learning, University of Gothenburg, 
Sweden. 

 During 150 years of empirical research, scholars of learning have preferred to use 
the individual as their research object. The dominance of such approaches has 
diverted our attention from the more reasonable assumption that learning fi rst and 
foremost emerges through collaboration and joint activity. In the present volume, 
the contributors give us the history of and the state-of-the-art networked learning. 
It is a rich account of lessons learned and potentials that have yet to be fully taken 
advantage of. In a globalized world it is natural that a large part of the research 
reported deals with the potentials of recent technologies. What makes the analyses 
especially interesting, however, is the foregrounding of learners and their concerns 
as they accommodate to, participate in and design their learning by engaging in 
contemporary forms of networking. 

   Endorsements   
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  Gilly Salmon 
Professor (Learning Futures) & Executive Director Australian.

Digital Futures Institute, University of Southern Queensland, Australia. 

 This book works carefully and scholarly through a sparkling web of networked 
learning and contributes to current and future debates around the ecology and 
sustainability of online collaboration. There’s challenge to simplistic “solutions” 
and clarifi cation of bridging and boundary crossing. For the student of educational 
change – in search of the transformation agenda – or even the New Academia – this 
book is a must for the desktop, dialogue, and debate. 

  Etienne Wenger 
Independent thinker, researcher, consultant, author, and speaker;

Author of Communities of Practice, California, US. 

 We need new approaches to learning, and the networked learning conferences 
always bring together an interesting collection of researchers with a wide range of 
pursuits – including theory, pedagogy, design, culture, and technology. This book 
refl ects this dialogue across perspectives, which is where promising innovation is 
most likely to fl ourish.     
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 We would like to acknowledge the contributions and work of Chris Jones, 
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as her tireless work in supporting the organisation and administration of the 
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   Introduction 

 The chapters in this book emerge from selected conference papers given at the 
Networked Learning conference 2010 in Aalborg. In this chapter, we fi rst offer a 
short review of the history of networked learning. We examine how it has developed 
in both the UK and Denmark as well as in other parts of Europe and the USA. The 
chapter fi rst outlines the philosophical and pedagogical roots of networked learning 
and, in addition, describes some of the history of the development of the Networked 
Learning Conference itself. 

 It considers how developments in the World Wide Web and Web 2.0 in particular 
have given fresh impetus and support to the basic principles and ideas behind 
networked learning as a pedagogical approach. That is, an approach that takes a 
critical and inquiring perspective and focuses on the potential of information and 
communication technology (ICT) to support connections and collaboration. 

 The chapter concludes with a summary of the structure and content of the rest of 
the book.  
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   A Short History of the Theory and Practice 
of Networked Learning 

 The development of networked learning has largely been infl uenced by understanding 
of developments in technology to support learning alongside thinking stemming 
from the traditions of open learning and other radical pedagogies and humanistic 
educational ideas from the likes of Dewey, Freire, Giroux and Rogers. 

 In the UK, the tradition of open learning was an infl uence on early thinking 
associated with the development of networked learning. After Coffey  (  1977  ) , open 
learning can be considered from the perspective of removing administrative and/or 
educational constraints to learning. “Administrative” constraints include the location, 
timing and cost of study. “Educational” constraints include the setting of learning 
objectives, methods of study, assessment methods, etc. Harris  (  1987  )  in an analysis 
of the development of the UK Open University (OU) demonstrated, however, that 
much of the early open and distance learning (ODL) initiatives and courses, such as 
The UK Open University established in 1971, were more about administrative 
openness than educational openness. As Morrison  (  1989  )  explained, distance 
education in its then stage of development was not addressing or overcoming 
cultural, economic or educational barriers to learning. 

 In work being developed at places like Lancaster University and the then North 
East London Polytechnic, there were however programmes that sought to refl ect 
greater degrees of educational openness. Boot and Hodgson  (  1987  ) , in a study of the 
pedagogical principles and assumptions that separated these more educationally 
open programmes from administratively open programmes, claimed that there were 
essentially two orientations to open learning: one that took a dissemination orientation 
to open learning (and in practice offered “administrative” openness) and those that 
took a development orientation (i.e. offered more educational openness). 

 In their analysis, they identifi ed “other people as an inherent part of the learning 
venture, providing challenge and collaboration in the construction of personal 
meaning” and, in addition, assessment as being “part of the learning process, based 
on collaborative assessment against mutually agreed criteria”. Their analysis identi-
fi ed what were to become important principles for networked learning; together 
with the idea that the tutor role within a development orientation was one of facilitator, 
“resource person and co-learner. Meanings he/she attribute to events no more valid 
than anyone else’s”. 

   Technology-Mediated Learning Experiments and Initiatives 

 At the same time, while the UK Open University was predominately offering 
administrative openness in its approach, there was some interesting experimental 
work taking place there. This included pre-Internet experiments with innovatory 
ICTs with a view to evaluating their potential to support student learning. An early 
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development was the Cyclops shared screen telewriting conferencing system that 
was trialled as a means of supplanting face-to-face tutorials, which were the norm. 
Cyclops allowed groups of students in study centres to link with other groups 
throughout the country via a teleconferencing network. Students could talk to each 
other and share ideas on a TV screen through the use of a light pen. Teaching mate-
rial could be prepared in advance on cassettes and distributed to all groups via the 
TV screen during the tutorial. The meetings were synchronous and were facilitated 
by the tutor (McConnell  1982 ). These early pioneering trials indicated the real, 
practical possibilities of ICT to support learning. They demonstrated that students 
and tutors could adapt to new technologies and methods and showed the potential of 
such technologies in the teaching and learning process. The research drew on the-
ory from the social psychology of telecommunications (Short et al.  1976  )  and 
pointed to ways forward in our understanding of the effects of these technologies on 
social presence, tutorial processes and learning outcomes (Howe and McConnell 
 1984 ; McConnell  1983,   1984,   1986 ; McConnell and Sharples  1983  ) , issues that 
were to re-emerge in the networked learning era. 

 Trials of early versions of computer conferencing as a practical means of supporting 
distant learners, and as a vehicle for facilitating cooperative student–tutor design 
and collaborative assessment of in-service teacher education, were also being con-
ducted at the OU. These early trials of the emerging technologies were underpinned 
by the humanistic values and radical pedagogy of Carl Rogers and Malcolm Knowles 
(values that were later to underpin the pedagogy of networked learning) with a view 
to overcoming some of the factors that limit meaningful learning:

  when we put together in one scheme such elements as a prescribed curriculum, similar 
assignments for all students, lecturing as almost the only mode of instruction, standard tests 
by which all students are externally evaluated, and instructor-chosen grades as a measure of 
learning, then we can almost guarantee that meaningful learning will be at an absolute 
minimum (Rogers  1983  ) .   

 The aim of the trials was to establish if it was possible to engage in a radical 
pedagogy in the context of distance learning mediated by technology and to support 
learning, where students were able to make personal decisions about their learning 
(Knowles  1975,   1985  )  in a cooperative and collaborative learning context. These 
trials foreshadowed some of the thinking about learning using technology that 
developed into what we now call networked learning. The outcomes indicated that 
students were quick to see the potential benefi ts of learning via new technologies as 
a means of supporting them at a distance, offering them opportunities to interact, 
participate in discussions, share ideas and support each other (Emms and McConnell 
 1988 ; McConnell  1988a,   b  ) , characteristics that later became important aspects of 
networked learning processes. 

 Despite these early exploratory ideas and research projects showing that the use 
of new ICTs in learning could be as effective as traditional face-to-face methods in 
terms of achieving tutorial tasks and outcomes (McConnell  1986  ) , some tutors and 
students felt that the new methods could not fully match the rich experience of face-
to-face meetings that they were used to. This foreshadowed similar concern voiced 
at the introduction of computer conferencing and Internet-based learning systems 
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that began to emerge in the late 1980s and early 1990s. For many present-day 
networked learning students and tutors, the perception that learning technologies 
lack social presence and do not match the experience of face-to-face meetings still 
persists, and despite much evidence to the contrary (as the contents of this book 
testify) it remains one of the major barriers to the widespread uptake of networked 
learning in higher education.  

   Information Technology-Supported Open Learning 

 Following on from these early studies and trials, there was a UK Training Agency-
supported Information Technology-Based Open Learning (“ITOL”) project. This 
was an innovative project that set out to optimise and research the growing potential 
and possibilities of rapid developments in ICT to offer greater degrees of educa-
tional openness (Hodgson et al.  1989  ) . The ITOL project became a precursor for a 
whole series of projects and initiatives that was to encapsulate the pedagogical 
approach and model of learning now known as networked learning. It led in 1989 to 
an early trial case study based on an existing part-time MA in Management Learning 
at Lancaster University (Hodgson and McConnell  1992  ) . 

 Figure  1.1  shows the model of the electronic environment that was subsequently 
developed and adopted for the MA based on the trial. As Hodgson et al.  (  1989  )  
explained, ITOL was a working model where all the parts, actors and objects relate 
to each other and: 

  … allows any individual to communicate with a tutor, or tutors, or facilitator(s) (most likely 
University based people, but not exclusively) with other learners and with a series of 
collections of both University and non-University based resources (p. 139).   

 It is important to note that it was not the technology itself that made the MA more 
educationally open but the way it was able to contribute to implementing the learning 
design and processes that underpinned the programme. The key features of the 
design of the MA were and remain: (1) a learning community approach, (2) an open 
structure and curriculum, (3) learning sets, (4) free choice of topics for all course 
work and (5) peer involvement in feedback and assessment of assignments. 

 A signifi cant follow-up project to ITOL was the European-funded Framework 3 
DELTA project, JITOL, followed by a Joint Information Systems Committee (JISC) 
of the UK higher education funding council project. The JISC project’s working 
title was “ Networked Learning in Higher Education ”. It began in January 1999, and 
was based on the original ITOL model. It offered what has turned out to be a surpris-
ingly enduring fi rst defi nition of networked learning, i.e.:

  We defi ne ‘networked learning’ as learning in which information and communications 
technology (ICT) is used to promote connections: between one learner and other learners, 
between learners and tutors; between a learning community and its learning resources.   

 This defi nition has persisted remarkably well and was reiterated in the book that 
came out of that project (Steeples and Jones  2001  )  and confi rmed by Goodyear 
et al.  (  2004  ) . But as Goodyear  (  2001  )  commented, “while the richest examples of 
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networked learning involve interaction with on-line materials  and  with other 
people. But use of on-line materials is not a  suffi cient  characteristic to defi ne 
networked learning”. 

 The principle not emphasised in this early defi nition of networked learning, but 
which was always present and has become to be seen as an important and integral 
aspect of networked learning, is the one of collaboration. Collaboration and coop-
eration were identifi ed in the early research and trials as important features of a 
development orientation to open learning. They were signifi cant aspects in the early 
literature of “networked learning” and were explicitly identifi ed in the writing of, 
for example, Hodgson and McConnell  (  1992  )  writing about the ITOL model and 
Goodyear and Steeples  (  1992  )  writing about the JITOL model. Hodgson and 
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McConnell  (  1992  )  explain that the aspirations of the ITOL project were, as described 
in Hodgson et al.  (  1989  ) , to strive to pursue an approach to open learning, where:

  We have sought to take a ‘developmental’ orientation to our work and see open learning as 
allowing learners to defi ne their own learning and personal development needs through 
processes of negotiation, collaboration and cooperation (p. 137).   

 To all intents and purposes, the ITOL model they depict and describe in that 
paper was an early variation of a VLE but underpinned by an identifi able and distinct 
pedagogy which assumed “ negotiation, collaboration and cooperation ”. 

 That cooperative and collaborative learning was always seen as an important 
feature in the work of both ITOL and JITOL is clearly stated by Hodgson and 
McConnell  (  1995  )  when describing the work of “cooperative learning and develop-
ment network” (CLDN)   . The CLDN was another initiative that was conducted as 
part of the JITOL project, where the “very purpose of the trial was to set up a 
cooperative learning and support group” or network.   

   A Pedagogic Framework for Networked Learning 

 Drawing on the above work and the evaluation of online learning courses, and 
associated theory of education and computer-supported collaborative learning 
(CSCL), McConnell attempted to provide a pedagogic foundation for the application 
of the emerging ideas on networked learning  (  1994 ,     2006  ) . Posing the question 
“what constitutes a “useful design” for networked learning, and what issues need to 
be addressed in designing such courses”, he suggested six broad areas of pedagogy 
that need to be addressed when designing networked learning courses.

    Openness in the educational process . The Learning Community: Being open in the 
teaching and learning process was seen to be a key factor in the design of networked learn-
ing. Openness leads to meaningful learning and can be facilitated by the development 
of a learning community, where one works for oneself and for others and where 
development occurs. Learning is seen to occur in a social context, and as a conse-
quence learners begin to address learning from a qualitatively different, meta-level. 
When asked about their willingness to work collaboratively in groups, 96% of students 
said it depended on the degree of openness in the group (   McConnell  2006 , p. 72).  

   Self-determined learning . Self-determined learners take primary responsibility for 
identifying their own learning needs, and help others in determining theirs. In these 
processes, learners become aware of how they learn, and develop deep approaches 
to learning. When asked, a large proportion of students (91%) say that studying in 
this way has made them more aware of the strengths and weaknesses of their own 
learning processes (McConnell  2006 , p. 80).  

   A real purpose in the cooperative process . Much higher education learning is 
abstract and often unrelated to real situations, and many students struggle to see the 
purpose of it. If learners have a real purpose in learning, they engage with the 
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learning process in a qualitatively different way. Problem-based learning (PBL) 
and action learning/research are two ways in which learners can defi ne the focus of 
their learning in meaningful and relevant contexts. This promotes positive 
interdependence:

  Positive interdependence is the knowledge that you are linked closely with others in the 
learning task and that success …. depends on each person working together to complete the 
tasks … (McConnell  1994 , p. 94).   

 Outcome interdependence – the desired goals of learning – provides learners 
with a means of relating to the group and its tasks. Means interdependence is the 
action required by each group member.  

   A supportive learning environment . A supportive learning environment is one where 
learners encourage and facilitate each other’s efforts. Being supportive does not, 
however, mean a lack of intellectual challenge. Learners need to be able to work 
without fear: where there is a cloud of uncertainty, they act with caution.  

   Collaborative assessment of learning . Collaborative self–peer–tutor assessment 
processes are central to networked learning; they are a corollary of cooperative 
learning and support the cooperative process. Refl ection on the process of collab-
orative assessment helps those involved learn from the process and helps them be 
better prepared and skilled for the next assessments (McConnell  2006 ). With expe-
rience, collaborative assessment is often the most positively thought of aspect of 
networked learning.  

   Assessment and evaluation of the ongoing learning process . Assessing and evaluating 
the networked learning course is also a cooperative tutor–learner process. Learners 
must feel that there is a real opportunity to change the design of the course; this can 
be achieved by the tutor and learners working together in regular group processing. 
The norms and roles associated with networked learning groups help eliminate 
some of the competitive nature of traditional educational environments. Learners 
need to work at mutual acceptance, and develop skill in working cooperatively. 

 Using this framework, the fi rst virtual Masters in Networked Collaborative 
Learning was launched in 1996 at Sheffi eld University (McConnell  1998  ) . The 
course ran completely virtually and was offered globally. It developed and changed 
over the years as a consequence of the cooperative tutor–learner evaluation process 
(   McConnell  2000 ,  2006 ) and was the basis for the design of a TEL doctoral PhD 
programme fi rst offered at Lancaster University in 2007.     

   The Networked Learning Conference 

 As the practice of networked learning developed and research emerged, the need for 
a good academic outlet for this new fi eld became apparent. The Networked Learning 
conference was founded in 1998 by David McConnell with the specifi c purpose of 
offering an international conference that focused primarily on the educational 



10 D. McConnell et al.

aspects of learning that is supported by new information technologies, rather than a 
focus on the technology itself, as was the case with many other conferences at that 
time. McConnell made specifi c mention to the importance of collaboration to a 
learning approach based on networked learning. In the special issue of JCAL that 
published a selection of papers from that conference, he explained in his editorial:

  What is Networked Learning 

 Many terms are emerging to describe the use of electronic communication and the Internet 
in education and training. My preference is for ‘networked learning’ since it places empha-
sis on networking people and resources; and on collaboration as the major form of social 
relationships within a learning context. The emphasis is empathically on learning and not 
on technology (McConnell  1999  ) .   

 By the third networked learning Conference in 2002, this was a fi rmly embedded 
aspect of the Networked Learning Conference calls for papers. The 2002 call stating:

  We invite you to the above conference which is an opportunity to participate in a forum for 
the critical examination and analysis of research in networked learning i.e. learning and 
teaching carried out largely via the Internet/Web which emphasises collaborative and coop-
erative learning, learning through dialogue and group work together with interaction with 
online materials, and collaborative knowledge production.   

 At that conference, a Manifesto called “ Towards E-quality in Networked e-learning 
in Higher Education ” was presented from the work of the participants of an ESRC 
seminar series on Understanding the Implications of Networked Learning for Higher 
Education. 

 In the 2002 Manifesto, the working defi nition of networked learning offered was:

  Networked e-learning refers to those learning situations and contexts which, through the use 
of ICT, allow learners to be connected with other people (for example, learners, teachers/
tutors, mentors, librarians, technical assistants) and with shared information rich resources. 
Networked e-learning also views learners as contributing to the development of these learn-
ing resources and information of various kinds and types (E-Quality Network  2002  ) .   

 While again the idea of collaborative learning does not appear in the defi nition in 
the Manifesto itself, the Manifesto states very explicitly that technology used to 
support e-learning affords two signifi cant capabilities:

    1.    Its ability to support distributed collaborative interaction and dialogue  
    2.    Its ability to support access to information-rich resources     

 These were two capabilities which the signatories of the manifesto felt had been 
considered unequally. One of the aims of the manifesto was to rebalance the debate 
on e-learning to give greater attention to the processes which support interaction 
and dialogue – or in other words “ collaborative  and cooperative learning, learning 
through dialogue and group work together with interaction with online materials, 
and collaborative knowledge production” (c.f. NLC 2002 call for papers). 

 To this date, the Networked Learning Conference series refers to networked 
learning as an approach that emphasises dialogical and collaborative learning, the 
NLC 2010 call for papers saying much the same as the 2002 call, i.e.:

  The conference is an opportunity to participate in a forum for the critical examination and 
analysis of research in networked learning i.e. learning and teaching carried out largely via 
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the Internet/Web which emphasises dialogical learning, collaborative and cooperative 
learning, group work, interaction with on-line materials, and knowledge production.   

    McConnell  (  2006  )  explains that collaboration can help to clarify ideas and con-
cepts through discussion, develop critical thinking and provide opportunities for 
learners to share information and ideas. He further suggests that it “also helps to 
develop communication skills, provide a context where the learners can take control 
of their own learning in a social context and offer or provide validation of individuals’ 
ideas and ways of thinking through conversation (verbalising); multiple perspec-
tives (cognitive restructuring) and argument (conceptual confl ict resolution)” 
(McConnell  2006  ) . 

    Cousin and Deepwell  (  2005  ) , like other writers in the fi eld, make a direct con-
nection to the overlap between the collaborative pedagogic values of networked 
learning and Lave and Wenger’s theory of situated learning within communities 
of practice. The connection to the idea of learning as described by Lave and 
Wenger  (  1991  )  as emerging from collaborative and situated practice was recog-
nised early in the development of networked learning (cf. Goodyear and Steeples 
 1992 ; Hodgson and Fox  1995  ) . Taking this further within the context of net-
worked learning, Ferreday et al.  (  2006  )  claim that online collaboration that 
adopts a critical relational dialogue perspective can provide learners with oppor-
tunities to articulate their social and cultural experiences and to develop critical 
thinking. 

 At the NLC 2010 conference on which this book is based, Beaty, Cousin and 
Hodgson “revisited” the E-Quality in Networked e-Learning in Higher Education 
Manifesto stating:

  In the paper we argue that the time is right to simply use the term networked learning and 
drop the ‘e’ in networked e-learning. This is because we think it is more important to fore-
ground connectivity as a specifi c and important pedagogical feature of networked learning. 
We claim that an updated defi nition of networked learning should not only refer to being a 
pedagogy based on connectivity and the co-production of knowledge but also one that 
aspires to support e-quality of opportunity and include reference to the importance of rela-
tional dialogue and critical refl exivity in all of this  (  2010  ) .   

 They also alluded to networked learning as being a “pedagogy of inquiry” and 
one suited for the twenty-fi rst century.  

   Networked Learning in a Danish Setting 

 This far, we have focused essentially on the development of networked learning in 
the UK and how this infl uenced and led to the Networked Learning Conference 
series and current networked learning defi nition. 

 At the same time, however, similar pedagogical ideas and practices were being 
developed elsewhere. In a Danish setting, the primary educational exploration of 
ICT at university level was also linked to developments within open–distance learning. 
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In the late seventies and beginning of the eighties, Jutland Open University, in a 
joint initiative between Århus University and Aalborg University, was established. 
The objective was to offer university programmes as open–distance learning. This 
initiative was especially taken up by the faculties within the Humanities. Denmark 
has not had a long tradition of distance education as the other Scandinavian coun-
tries, and this gave a kind of freedom to the learning approaches adopted. Where 
many international distance learning programmes at that time were based on a deliv-
ery mode, Jutland Open University was based on a critical educational tradition 
building on critical investigations and dialogues. At the same time, developments 
within ICTs provided the opportunities for new infrastructures for learning. Jutland 
Open University became, in the Danish setting, the spearhead to explore these 
 opportunities; and especially computer conferencing was seen as an interesting tool 
to explore due to the focus on many-to-many communication, which provided an 
infrastructure for dialogues and for collaboration as a prerequisite for an educa-
tional approach of critical enquiry and dialogue. 

 There were strong contacts to Hiltz and Turoff, two networked learning pioneers 
from New Jersey Institute of Technology, who developed the idea of the networked 
nation  (  1978  )  and the virtual classroom (Hiltz  1990  )  based on the design and use of 
computer conferencing. But due to practical circumstances, it became PortaCOM, a 
computer conferencing system originally developed by the Swedish Government’s 
Defence Research Institute (Palme  2000  ) , which was used in the fi rst development 
projects in Denmark (Dirckinck-Holmfeld  1990  ) . Jutland Open University and the 
PICNIC group at Aalborg University became some of the pioneers in a Scandinavian 
setting. PICNIC was the acronym for “Project in Computer Networks in Distance 
Education Curricula” – a project supported by the Danish Research Council running 
in the late 1980s (Lorentsen  2004  ) . 

 A particular focus in the Danish setting, originally developed by the PICNIC 
team and further developed within the Human Centred Informatics group (later 
e-Learning Lab) at Aalborg University, and also in the national research network on 
Multimedia and Learning with partners from most of the Danish universities (later 
the MIL-group), was the focus on how problem and project-based learning could 
become the pedagogical foundation for the integration of ICT in a pedagogy of 
open–distance learning (Danielsen et al.  1999 ; Dirckinck-Holmfeld  1990 ; Dirckinck-
Holmfeld and Fibiger  2002  ) . 

 The pedagogical framework, which we labelled (POPP) as an abbreviation of 
problem-oriented project pedagogy, has its roots in critical pedagogy and socio-
constructivist and socio-cultural approaches to the understanding of ICT and learning. 
It incorporates a series of integrated didactical principles as basis for the design of 
a learning environment: problem formulation, inquiry of exemplary problems, 
participant control, interdisciplinary approaches, joint projects and action learning 
(Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2002 ; Kolmos et al.  2004  ) . In this approach, (1) students have 
to go through different systematic stages: preliminary inquiry, problem formula-
tion, theoretical and methodological considerations, experimentation and refl ection; 
(2) the learning content is related to the real world and to the learners’ experience – 
which promotes the students’ motivation and comprehension; (3) the projects are 
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carried out in collaboration with companies and public institutions and (4) learning 
takes place by doing, and through dialogue, communication and collaboration in 
joint groups (Coto  2010  ) . 

 Along the way, there were of course other inspirations for the development of 
POPP. One of the greatest inspirations was the work of Lave and Wenger ( 1991 ) and 
Wenger ( 1998 ). In the early nineties, scholars from Aalborg University had an 
opportunity to engage with the Institute for Research on Learning in Palo Alto, 
where the principles of learning in communities of practice were being shaped. It 
became obvious that the principles of learning within communities of practice 
(Wenger  1998  )  together with the principles from the critical educational tradition 
around problem and project-based learning provided a theoretically productive 
framework to understand principles of collaboration, meaning making and identity 
within an open–distance learning landscape (Dirckinck-Holmfeld  1995  ) . 

 Since the early experimentation in the beginning of the eighties using computer 
conferencing to support problem and project-based learning, the pedagogical approach 
was further developed theoretically and practically through the early    nineties. 
A great number of educational master programmes have been established and are 
now being offered on a regular basis. This has provided a solid background for the 
development of sustainable pedagogical practices integrating the principles of problem 
and project-based learning and communities of practice. 

 One of these master’s programmes is the MIL-programme, Master in ICT and 
Learning. It was established in 2000 and has been running for more than 10 years. It 
is itself a network based on mutual and equal collaboration between fi ve university 
institutions, and as such a forerunner for the organisational principles of the networked 
society and new institutional set-ups as described by, among others, Castells  (  2000  ) . 

 The Master of ICT and Learning can in a Danish context be seen as a prototypical 
example of a networked learning environment. Even if it has not from the beginning 
defi ned itself within the networked learning framework, it has become evident that 
it shares some of the same values and principles. ICT has never been a goal in itself. 
On the other hand, ICT is viewed as a many-fold and complex learning infrastructure, 
which mediates the learning taking place and which enables the students, students 
and supervisors and coordinators to work together on shared enterprises to build up 
shared repertoires and engagements through promoting connections between one 
learner and other learners, between learners and tutors and between the learning 
community and its learning resources (Goodyear et al.  2004  ) . In the POPP approach 
to networked learning, it is however not so much “connections” which are viewed 
as the core motor for development as more engaged interdependencies between the 
group members that is seen as the driving force for meaningful    learning (Fjuk and 
Dirckinck-Holmfeld  1997  ) . 

 Given this opportunity to look back into the history of networked learning in a 
Danish context, it seems as if the pioneers of networked learning in Denmark have been 
following many of the same paths as the pioneers of networked learning in the UK. In 
periods, they have also been engaged in shared activities. The New Jersey Institute of 
Technology was a kind of shared anchor point at that time and so were activities 
and seminars organised around Open University in the UK (   Mason and Kaye  1990  ) . 
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Later researchers from Denmark engaged in EQUEL, a European project, and at 
the Networked Learning Conference in 2004 the EQUEL participants presented fi ve 
symposia that each explored a dimension of “E-quality in e-learning”. Each sympo-
sium shared ideas and perspectives and theoretical principles on various practices 
and experiences of networked learning. Some of the same actors got an opportunity 
to engage in the European Research Team on “Productive Learning within Networked 
Learning” within Kaleidoscope, a Network of Excellence on Technology Enhanced 
Learning, supported by the EU Framework programme 6. This work, reported in 
Dirckinck-Holmfeld et al.  (  2009  ) , researched networked learning practices within 
higher education and continuing professional development to provide a meso-level 
perspective. 

 Finally, through the collaboration organising the 7th International Conference on 
Networked Learning, which took place in Aalborg in 2010 and this book, we have 
become much more aware of the parallel histories, which have been going on in the 
various academic communities in the search for productive ways to engage with 
ICT to serve meaningful learning. In this work, the International Networked 
Learning Conference along with other conferences in the fi eld, among others the 
international conference on Computer Supported Collaborative Learning, has 
played an important role in bringing scholars within education and technology 
and practitioners    together.  

   Impact of World Wide Web Developments 
on Networked Learning 

 Developments of the World Wide Web in the mid 1990s stimulated the emergence 
of new practices within networked learning and more broadly within e-learning 
(electronic mediation of learning). The WWW provided new services, graphical 
interfaces and more user-friendly and accessible environments, and most important 
the Web has become used by many people for many and various different purposes. 
The fi rst generation of WWW was dominated by a content delivery metaphor and to 
make information accessible. Within education courses, delivery systems, such as 
Black Board, Fronter and Web CT, became widespread. These systems were, due to 
their design and their focus on content delivery, not so supportive of networked 
learning approaches. Networked learning communities have been more oriented 
towards community-oriented systems, as FirstClass, Quickplace or Moodle 
(Pilkington and Guldberg  2009 ; Tolsby et al.  2002  ) . With the development of 
social software sites, fi rst My Space, later Face Book, Second Life, etc., there 
was a real breakthrough in the use of the Internet. It was estimated (for 2010) 
that more than a quarter of Earth’s population use the services of the    Internet 
(  http://www.internetworldstats.com/stats.htm    ). 

 Web 2.0 technologies have given unprecedented access to both information and 
the world and ways of being and interacting. The diffusion of Web 2.0 has given a 
dramatic rise in the integration of ICT for social and leisure activities. As well as 
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within all kinds of professional activities, Web 2.0 principles are being used. The 
basic design principles of Web 2.0 are set within a social and participative perspective 
of interaction that does not depend on expert’s meaning and understanding so much 
as that of members and participants, who negotiate the meaning of the design and 
the content (Ryberg and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2010  ) . As such, the Web 2.0 technologies 
are more in line with the basic pedagogical principles of networked learning 
focussing on engaged connections and collaborations. 

 From the history of networked learning, it becomes evident that the focus on 
engaged connections and collaborations is not caused by the emergence of Web 2.0; 
however, Web 2.0 technologies may be used in ways, which are more in line with 
the basic pedagogical principles of networked learning. Thus, Web 2.0 may provide the 
support for a shift in learning infrastructure, and bring networked learning out of 
the research lab and into practice providing many different learning designs.  

   Summary of the Development of Networked Learning 

 We can begin to delineate more clearly what networked learning is from this review 
and history of its development. The various scholars and practices associated with 
networked learning have an identifi able educational philosophy that has emerged 
out of those educational theories and approaches that can be linked to radical eman-
cipatory and humanistic educational ideas and approaches. It can on the one hand 
be seen to emulate and refl ect principles associated with areas of educational thinking, 
such as critical pedagogy (cf Freire  1970 ; Giroux  1992 ; Negt  1975  )  and democratic 
and experiential learning (cf. Dewey  1916 ; Kolb et al.  1974  ) . While on the other 
hand it is seen as an approach and pedagogy within the general fi eld of technology-
mediated learning especially exploring the socio-cultural designs of learning as 
mediated by ICT and enacted by networked learning participants. 

   Structure of the Book 

 In the previous section, we considered the evolution of networked learning and 
highlighted some important theoretical, conceptual and practice issues that have 
occurred over the past 30 years and which have in many ways shaped the way in 
which networked learning has developed and is practiced today. This section now 
considers the main recent developments in the theory, practice and pedagogy of 
networked learning which form the basis of the chapters of this book. There are fi ve 
sections, followed by a concluding chapter by ourselves. The sections are: developing 
understandings of networked learning; new landscapes and spaces for networked 
learning; dynamics of changing tools and infrastructures; understanding the social 
material in networked learning, and identity, cultural capital and networked  learning. 
The fi nal chapter attempts to consider what has gone before in the book and some 
important questions addressing the nature of networked learning.  



16 D. McConnell et al.

   Section 1: Developing Understandings of Networked Learning 

 In his chapter on “ Networked Learning, the Net Generation and Digital Natives ”, 
Chris Jones looks at the ways in which young people at the end of the twentieth 
century have undergone a step change in the use and perception of new technologies 
in their everyday lives. It is often assumed that the net generation have a fundamen-
tally different orientation to the use of new technologies, and are able and apprecia-
tive users. It is also often assumed that because of this, they are or will be positive 
about the potential use of new technologies in the learning and teaching process and 
that this has implications for networked learning. In comparing the situation in the 
year 2000, when broadband was still a novelty and mobile devices relatively sparsely 
used by young people, with that 10 years later when there is ubiquitous use of the 
Internet, Web 2.0 and social networking systems, Chris Jones concludes that little 
has changed in young people’s perception of the potential use of these technologies 
in the learning process. There is no generational divide. Young people use technology 
in modest ways, focussing on simple tasks of accessing course materials and resources 
provided by universities. Students are not seeking radical changes in pedagogy that 
require innovative uses of technology. Jones concludes that self-report and inter-
view studies of the past, often suggesting simple dichotomies and crude determinism, 
now need to be complemented by in-depth studies looking at the actual use of tech-
nology in the learning process. By doing this, we will be able to gain greater insight 
into the potential for student learning of new technologies. 

 The chapter by Thomas Ryberg, Lillian Buus and Marianne Georgsen on 
“ Identifying Differences in Understandings of Networked Learning Theory and 
Interactional Interdependencies ” asks some fundamental questions about the nature 
and purpose of networked learning in relation to emerging ideas on “connectivism”, 
which has strong links with Web 2.0 and social networking. They indicate that ideas, 
such as collaboration, sharing, creation and production, which are commonly asso-
ciated with Web 2.0 can also be seen in the practice of networked learning. 
Connections and networking appear to be shared notions in networked learning and 
“connectivism”. The authors explore the theoretical challenges to networked learn-
ing by new ideas emerging from “connectivism”, and they explore the subtle but 
important differences in the meaning of shared terms that may point to important 
differences in pedagogy and the values that underpin learning and teaching in net-
worked learning and in “connectivist” contexts.  

   Section 2: New Landscapes and Spaces for Networked Learning 

 The chapter titled “ Mediators of Socio-Technical Capital in a Networked Learning 
Environment ” by Dan Suthers and Kar-Hai Chu considers the restrictions of existing 
virtual learning environments (such as WebCT) in supporting what they call overlap-
ping communities: that is, communities of learners that exist between different courses 
of study. They suggest that the potential for developing wide-ranging social capital is 
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lost by the use of VLEs. They draw on the concepts of “bridging” (Granovetter) and 
“boundary spanning” (Levina and Vaat) in order to show how the design of a new 
software environment (called disCourse) can be used to facilitate inter-group com-
munication. They call this “bridging socio-technical capital”. Here, users can develop 
networks of weak ties  outside of their specifi c course circle  that provide access to a 
greater number of potential collaborators and resources that often are not available in 
strong tie circles. They call these “transcendent communities” and suggest that they 
provide useful networked learning opportunities for higher education students that are 
additional to those normally embedded communities designed into courses. 

 Panagiota Alevizou, Rebecca Galley and Gráinne Conole write  about  
“ Collectivity, performance and self-representation: Analysing Cloudworks as a 
public space for networked learning and refl ection ” and describe how the Web-
based Cloudworks is a specialised networking site that uses the interfaces of social 
media within an educational context to permit participants to share resources and 
exchange ideas in a public space. The authors suggest that Cloudworks is an exam-
ple of “productive network learning” and it is a place for collective intelligence and 
expressive interactions. The use of Cloudworks blurs formal and informal cultural 
learning and networked learning. Cloudworks exists somewhere between micro-
blogging practices and the use of Twitter communications. It supports the link 
between the personal and the community, and provides a location for individuals to 
meet, discuss personal and collective issues and share resources. The networked 
learning practices evident in Cloudworks are informal in nature and often have a 
short lifespan. The chapter shows that issues of performance and identity, the tran-
scendence of boundaries, processes of negotiation of the private and the public and 
resource sharing are all evident in Cloudworks. 

 The complex issue of networked learning processes between communities from 
different language and cultural backgrounds is examined by Juliana Raffaghelli and 
Cristina Richieri in their chapter titled “ A classroom with a view Networked Learning 
strategies to promote intercultural education ”. The authors suggest networked learning 
as a place to bring about intercultural education and as a place to meet equal-but-
diverse people: a place of interculturalism rather then one of multiculturalism, where 
relationships are of mutual respect that may lead to cultural exchange. They suggest 
that instructional design principles and the management of diversity in networked 
learning are not enough and do not in themselves lead to greater intercultural learning. 
The authors conclude by inquiring into the possibility of infl uencing teachers’ prac-
tices towards creating greater intercultural teaching in networked learning environ-
ments, and suggest some interesting future research that may realise this concern.  

   Section 3: The Dynamics of Changing Tools and Infrastructures 

 Working from the position of a “technology steward”, that is someone who takes a 
leading role in considering which tools to introduce into a community, Patricia 
Arnold, John David Smith and Beverly Trayner in their chapter titled “ The challenge 
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of introducing  ‘ one more tool ’  – a community of practice perspective on networked 
learning ” examine the intricate relationships between communities and technolo-
gies. Their research shows that the social fabric of learning is made up of communi-
ties and networks, and both enhance social learning processes. The introduction of 
“one more tool” – the focus of their work – with the aim of supporting and extend-
ing a community’s learning – can blur boundaries and create new ones. They show 
that the interplay among domain, practice and community is affected when “one 
new tool” is introduced in the community, bringing about changes in identity with 
the community and methods of engagement. 

 The chapter on “ Identifying the appropriate network for learning ” by Tom 
Nyvang and Ann Bygholm considers the conditions under which an institution 
decides on which ICTs are adopted for supporting networked learning. The authors 
focus on the shift from the use of one particular learning platform to another in order 
to show the intricacies of decision making in the process of change. By focussing on 
three main users of technology – students and teachers, management and support 
personnel – the authors show that there are various motives, goals and conditions 
that surround the use of learning technologies by each group. The case study 
approach adopted by the authors shows that the requirement for change is complex 
and at times contradictory. They argue that dissatisfaction with the existing system 
may not be addressed by changing to a new system. The reasons for change of the 
existing system are around user dissatisfaction in the use of the system, whereas the 
reasons put forward for adopting a new system focus on the operation, support and 
management of the system. This apparent contradiction is explained by the authors 
in terms of poor institutional guidance in the use of the existing system and an 
absence of explicit policy in the educational purpose of the system. They suggest 
that issues such as these will not be addressed solely by moving to a new system.  

   Section 4: Understanding the Social Material 
in Networked Learning 

 Terrie Lynn Thompson’s chapter “ Who’s taming who? Tensions between people and 
technologies in cyberspace communities ” adopts a socio-material approach to the 
exploration of various online networks in which self-employed people interact with 
Web technologies. With more people looking to the Web as a place for seeking 
human–human learning opportunities in online communities, concern is rising over 
the ways in which they negotiate the  materiality  of the net: that is the human–non-
human pathways through the various discussion boards, chat forums and access to 
social networking systems and so on. The author shows that there is a series of 
passages through which users move, and in doing this they experience stabilising 
and disrupting community relations. It seems that users’ attempts to “tame” the 
technology are counteracted by the technology attempting to “tame” users. These 
relationships can be described as entanglements of hybrid or socio-technical con-
structions, which raise a series of interesting questions which the author addresses. 
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 The focus of the chapter by Linda Creanor and Steve Walker titled “ Learning 
Technology in context: a case for the sociotechnical interaction framework as an 
analytical lens for networked learning research ” is socio-technical approaches in 
networked learning, and how they can provide useful concepts that are underutilised 
in the networked learning literature. Widespread technological determinism often 
describes relationships between people, technology and learning, contributing to 
gaps in our understandings of the use of learning technologies and learning. The 
authors argue for the use of socio-technical interaction network (STIN) (Kling) as a 
little used but useful method for understanding the complexities of contemporary 
learning. They argue that there is good reason to approach the examination of net-
worked learning through the lens of social agency, ownership and control. Although 
there is a call for an emphasis on epistemic fl uency (Goodyear et al.) in networked 
learning, existing theories (e.g. networked theory; actor network theory; communi-
ties of practice and so on) seem to have little widespread utility in mainstream HE 
practice. The chapter argues for a better balance between understandings of social 
agency and individual autonomy in the networked learning fi eld. The authors feel 
that socio-technical frameworks can complement the use of socio-cultural theories, 
and help us make sense of the new interactions and analyse their consequences.  

   Section 5: Identity, Cultural Capital and Networked Learning 

 The advent of the use in higher education of blogging, refl ective e-portfolios and 
other forms of online communication requiring high levels of refl ection and disclo-
sure raises serious questions about the kinds of new literacies required by students 
who are asked to use these tools as part of the formal learning and teaching process. 
This leads to the need to assist students in developing new forms of digital literacies 
which they can draw on in their course work. This concern for developing in 
students new forms of digital literacies is the subject of the chapter titled “ Just what 
is being refl ected in online refl ection? New literacies for new media practices ” by 
Jen Ross. The background to the chapter is a study examining how students and 
teachers negotiate issues of identity, authenticity, ownership, privacy and performa-
tivity in high-stakes online refl ection in higher education. Jen Ross shows how the 
wider cultural societal context of blogging, where there is often a high degree of risk 
taking and personal disclosure, affects expectations in the use of these tools in 
higher education contexts. Confl icting expectations and norms are often associated 
with blogging, relating to authenticity, risk, pretence, commodifi cation, othering 
and narcissism. Student and teacher assumptions and practices are affected, which 
suggests that we need to give greater consideration to the nature of online refl ective 
writing and to the associated tensions that as a consequence arise. 

 The study by Laura Czerniewicz and Cheryl Brown titled “ Objectifi ed cultural 
capital and the tale of two students ” examines the ways in which students use cell 
phones as a central and important means of accessing higher education resources. 
The authors explain that in South Africa, there is considerably greater ownership of 
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cell phones by students than there is of personal computers. They take this as their 
impetus to examine the digitally mediated worlds of South African students, and to 
explore how the identities of students are forged through the use of cell phones as 
they access and contribute to the resources of higher education. 

 The chapter provides two students as illustrative cases of mobile-centric and 
computer-centric digital practices. Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital (in its 
objectifi ed and embodied forms) is used as a lens to examine the students’ differences 
and similarities, their convergences over time and their disparate histories. The differ-
ent types of objectifi ed cultural capital available to each student are described, as 
are the processes of appropriation of embodied cultural capital. The relationship 
between these different types of capital and their infl uence on the students’ attitudes 
to and choices about using ICTs for learning is especially relevant. Of particular 
note is the role that the cell phone as objectifi ed capital plays. The case studies surface 
complexities, which need unravelling, and point to the research questions to be 
explored when grappling with participation in higher education in a digital age. 

 The focus of the chapter by Sue Smith titled “ How do SME leaders learn within 
networked learning? The situated curriculum and social identity ” is a networked 
learning programme set up for the owner-managers of small businesses (SMEs). It 
draws on the ideas of communities of practice and situated curriculum in particular 
to discuss how the owner-managers through participation in the “LEAD” programme 
acquire/construct an identity as LEAD delegates. The chapter argues that through 
the process of participation and constructing an identity as a LEAD delegate the 
programme participants learn and acquire an identity of leaders of their SMEs. 
What is signifi cant in this process is that the participative pedagogy and networked 
learning approach of the programme are used to encourage critical refl ection through 
dialogue. It is claimed that the pedagogical approach and spaces for learning that the 
programme provides, enabled by the programme facilitators, encourage the delegates 
to become leaders that are critically refl ective and are open to challenging their own 
taken-for-granted assumptions and practice. Sue Smith concludes that given the 
importance of the enablers’ roles in this process, critical refl exivity is essential for 
this networked learning role. 

 How do higher education practitioners develop new designs for learning in online 
settings in the face of widespread changes in higher education that require learners 
to acquire new digital skills, and for teachers to produce high-quality learning experi-
ences and learning outcomes in the context of increased demands for productivity? 
The chapter by Karin Tweddell Levinsen and Janni Nielsen titled “ Innovating 
Design for Learning in the Networked Society ” attempts to address these and other 
important, but diffi cult-to-answer, questions. The authors note that their study is 
situated in the widespread social, political and economic changes in society brought 
about by a move from the industrial to the networked society and that these changes 
have a profound effect on education and on the identities of teachers and students. 
They ask the question: How can the educational system meet the challenge of the 
changing conditions? Is there a confl ict between the call for higher education to be 
more productive while also continuing to produce high-quality learning, which 
takes time? Within the context of a system where teachers have to produce more 
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with fewer resources, the authors explore the development of what they call a 
“Design for Learning Model” intended to provide forms of networked learning that 
support learners in the new demands they face in taking on heavier workloads in the 
context of greater pressure on their time. 

 In Jorgen Lerche Nielsen’s and Oluf Danielsen’s chapter titled “ Problem-oriented 
project studies – the role of the teacher as supervising the study group in its learn-
ing processes ”, the authors consider an emerging change in the role of the teacher 
in supporting PBL students (or students involved in problem-oriented project stud-
ies, as they prefer to call their form of PBL) from that of the teacher who acts as 
expert and decides on the curriculum to be followed by students, provides lectures, 
sets tasks and unilaterally assesses learning outcomes to that of a supervisor and 
facilitator, supporting students in examining problems that they themselves have 
adopted and wish to focus on. This new teacher role produces a shift in relations 
between the student and the teacher, the latter now focussing on processes and 
methodological issues and ensuring a strong refl ective element of the overall 
process, rather than ensuring that students follow “correct” and accepted procedures 
for examining problems. In the chapter, the authors explore the challenges for 
teachers and students in this new relationship, drawing on the literature to inform 
practice and to suggest ways of understanding what these new relationships may 
mean for the learning and teaching process. 

 The many transformative experiences encountered by academics in adjusting to, 
and participating in, networked learning environments is discussed in the chapter by 
Stuart Boon and Christine Sinclair, titled “ Life Behind The Screen: Taking the 
Academic Online ”. The transition by academics from contexts of familiar practice 
to the new one of being an online practitioner results in some disconnectedness. 
Academics continue to have a stake in existing practices as they become immersed 
in their new, virtual environments. This has implications for identity as they fi nd 
themselves operating in both kinds of environment simultaneously. Identity, language, 
time and engagement are viewed as both barriers and enablers in the movement from 
behind the screen to full participation in networked learning environments. In 
exploring sites of transformation and highlighting the process of transition involved 
in taking the academic online, the authors identify potential challenges and oppor-
tunities experienced in stepping out from behind the screen and projecting them-
selves into networked learning environments.  

   Concluding Chapter: The Theory, Pedagogy 
and Practice of Networked Learning 

 In the fi nal chapter, we refl ect on what has gone before in the central chapters of the 
book and consider four important questions concerning the theory, pedagogy and 
practice of networked learning. These questions are:

    1.    Is networked learning a theory, practice or pedagogy?  
    2.    What are the pedagogical values that underpin networked learning?  
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    3.    What is the relevance and challenges of networked learning to mainstream higher 
education?  

    4.    What new possibilities and challenges is Web 2.0 bringing to networked 
learning?           

      References 

   Beaty, E., Cousin, G., & Hodgson, V. (2010). Revisiting the e-quality in networked learning mani-
festo. In Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L., Hodgson, V., Jones, C., McConnell, D., & Ryberg, T. (Eds.), 
 Proceedings of the 7th International Conference on Networked Learning 2010 . Aalborg, 
Denmark: Aalborg University. ISBN978-1-86220-225-2.  

    Boot, R., & Hodgson, V. (1987). Open learning: Meaning and experience. In V. Hodgson, S. Mann, 
& R. Snell (Eds.),  Beyond distance teaching: Towards open learning  (pp. 5–15). Buckingham: 
Open University Press.  

    Castells, M. (2000).  The rise of the network society  (2nd ed.). Oxford: Blackwell.  
    Coffey, J. (1977). Open learning opportunities for mature students. In C. Davies (Ed.),  Open learning 

systems for mature students, CET Working Paper 14 . London: Council for Educational 
Technology.  

   Coto, M. C. (2010).  Designing for change in university teaching practices. A community of practice 
approach to facilitate university teacher professional development in ICT and project-oriented 
problem pedagogy . PhD thesis, Department of Communication and Psychology, Aalborg 
University, Aalborg.  

    Cousin, G., & Deepwell, F. (2005). Designs for network learning: A communities of practice 
perspective.  Studies in Higher Education, 30 (1), 57–66.  

    Danielsen, O., Dirckinck-holmfeld, L., Sørensen, B. H., Nielsen, J., & Fibiger, B. (1999).  Læring 
og multimedier [Learning and multimedia] . Aalborg: Aalborg University Press.  

    Dewey, J. (1916).  Democracy and education: An introduction to the philosophy of education (1966 
edn) . New York: Free Press.  

   Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L. (1990).  Kommunikation på trods og på tværs  [Project pedagogy and 
computer-mediated communication in distance education] Dissertation, Aalborg University, 
Aalborg.  

    Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L. (1995). Tilbage til praksis [Back to practice].  Humaniora, 9 (2), 25–27.  
    Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L. (2002). Designing virtual learning environments based on problem ori-

ented project pedagogy. In L. Dirckinck-Holmfeld & B. Fibiger (Eds.),  Learning in virtual 
environments  (pp. 31–54). Frederiksberg C: Samfundslitteraturess.  

   Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L., & Fibiger, B. (Eds.). (2002).  Learning in virtual environments . 
Frederiksberg C: Samfundslitteratur.  

    Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L., Jones, C., & Lindström, B. (Eds.). (2009).  Analysing networked learning prac-
tices in higher education and continuing professional development . Rotterdam: Sense Publishers.  

    Emms, J., & McConnell, D. (1988). An evaluation of tutorial support provided by electronic mail 
and computer conferencing.  Aspects of Educational Technology, 21 , 263–270.  

      E-Quality Network (2002).  Towards e-quality in networked e-learning in higher education ‘mani-
festo . Presented at the Networked Learning 2002 Conference, Sheffi eld. Retrieved August 7, 
2011 from   http://csalt.lancs.ac.uk/esrc/manifesto.htm      

    Ferreday, D. J., Hodgson, V. E., & Jones, C. (2006). Dialogue, language and identity: Critical 
issues for networked management learning.  Studies in Continuing Education, 28 (3), 223–239.  

    Fjuk, A., & Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L. (1997). Articulation of actions in distributed collaborative 
learning.  Scandinavian Journal of Information Systems, 9 (2), 3–24.  

    Freire, P. (1970).  Pedagogy of the oppressed . New York: Continum.  



231 Networked Learning: A Brief History and New Trends

    Giroux, H. (1992).  Border crossings: Cultural workers and the politics of education . New York: 
Routledge.  

      Goodyear, P. (2001).  Effective networked learning in higher education notes and guidelines . 
Retrieved August 7, 2011 from   http://csalt.lancs.ac.uk/jisc/      

    Goodyear, P., Banks, S., Hodgson, V., & McConnell, D. (2004). Research on networked learning: 
An overview. In P. Goodyear, S. Banks, V. Hodgson, & D. McConnell (Eds.),  Advances in 
research on networked learning . Dordrecht: Kluwer.  

    Goodyear, P., & Steeples, C. (1992). IT-based open learning tasks and tools.  Journal of Computer 
Assisted Learning, 8 (3), 163–176.  

    Harris, D. (1987).  Openness and closure in distance education . Lewes: Falmer Press.  
    Hiltz, S. R. (1990). Evaluating the virtual classroom. In L. Harasim (Ed.),  Online education: 

Perspectives on a new environment . New York: Praeger.  
    Hiltz, S. R., & Turoff, M. (1978).  The network nation: Human communication via computer  

(1st ed.). Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.  
   Hodgson, V., & Fox, S. (1995). Understanding networked learning communities. In P. Held & 

W. F. Kugemann (Eds.),  Telematics for education and training . Proceedings of Delta 94 
Conference, Dusseldorf, Germany.  

   Hodgson, V., Lewis, R., & McConnell, D. (1989).  IT-based open learning: A study report . ESRC 
InTER Programme Occasional Paper 12/89, Lancaster University, Lancaster, England.  

    Hodgson, V. E., & McConnell, D. (1992). IT-based open learning: A case-study in management 
learning.  Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 8 (3), 136–158.  

    Hodgson, V. E., & McConnell, D. (1995). Co-operative learning and development networks. 
 Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 11 (4), 210–224.  

    Howe, A., & McConnell, D. (1984). The use of the Cyclops telewriting system for teaching elec-
tronics.  International Journal of Electrical Engineering Education, 21 , 234–249.  

    Knowles, M. (1975).  Self-directed learning . New York: Associated Press.  
    Knowles, M. (1985).  Andragogy in action . San Francisco: Jossey Bass.  
    Kolb, D. A., Rubin, I. M., & McIntyre, J. M. (1974).  Organizational psychology: A book of 

readings  (2nd ed.). Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall.  
    Kolmos, A., Fink, F. K., & Krogh, L. (Eds.). (2004).  The Aalborg PBL model: Progress, diversity 

and challenges . Aalborg: Aalborg University Press.  
    Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991).  Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation . Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press.  
    Lorentsen, A. (2004). Quality in master programmes in continuing education through problem 

based project work. In A. Kolmos, F. K. Fink, & L. Krogh (Eds.),  The Aalborg PBL mode l: 
Progress, diversity and challenges  (pp. 263–283). Aalborg: Aalborg University Press.  

    Mason, R., & Kaye, A. (1990). Towards a new paradigm for distance education. In L. Harasim 
(Ed.),  Online education: Perspectives on a new environment . New York: Praeger.  

   McConnell, D. (1982). Cyclops telewriting tutorials.  Teaching at a Distance, 22 (Autumn), 
20–25.  

   McConnell, D. (1983). Sharing the screen: Cyclops teleconference tutorials.  Media in Education 
and Development, June , 59–63.  

    McConnell, D. (1984). Cyclops shared-screen teleconferencing. In A. W. Bates (Ed.),  The role of 
technology in distance education  (pp. 139–153). London: Croom Helm.  

    McConnell, D. (1986). The impact of Cyclops shared-screen teleconferencing in distance tutoring. 
 British Journal of Educational Technology, 17 (1), 37–70.  

    McConnell, D. (1988a). Computer conferencing in teacher inservice education: A case study. 
In D. Harris (Ed.),  World yearbook of education, 1988: Education for the new technologies  
(pp. 199–218). London: Kogan Page.  

    McConnell, D. (1988b). Co-operative student/tutor design of an educational technology and devel-
opment course for adults.  Aspects of Educational Technology, 21 , 64–71.  

    McConnell, D. (1994).  Implementing computer supported cooperative learning . London: Kogan 
Page.  



24 D. McConnell et al.

   McConnell, D. (1998). Developing networked learning professionals: A critical perspective. In 
Banks, S., Graebner, C., & McConnell, D. (Eds.),  Networked lifelong learning: Innovative 
approaches to education and training through the Internet  (pp. v.1-v.x11). Proceedings of the 
International Conference, University of Sheffi eld, DACE, Sheffi eld, England. ISBN 1 899 323 
05 1 (pp. 430). Retrieved August 7, 2011 from   http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.
uk/past/nlc1998/      

    McConnell, D. (1999). Networked learning [Guest editorial].  Journal of Computer Assisted 
Learning, 15 (3), 177–178.  

    McConnell, D. (2000).  Implementing computer supported cooperative learning  (2nd ed.). London: 
Kogan Page.  

    McConnell, D. (2006).  E-learning groups and communities . Maidenhead: SRHE/OU Press.  
    McConnell, D., & Sharples, M. (1983). Distance teaching by Cyclops: An educational evaluation 

of the open university’s telewriting system.  British Journal of Educational Technology, 14 (2), 
109–126.  

    Morrison, T. R. (1989). Beyond legitimacy: Facing the future in distance education.  International 
Journal of Lifelong Education, 8 (1), 3–24.  

   Negt, O. (1975).  Sociologisk fantasi og eksemplarisk indlæring  (B. Nielsen et.al., Trans.). 
Frederiksberg: Roskilde University Press. (Original work published 1971)  

      Palme, O. (2000). History of the KOM Computer Conferencing System. Retrieved January 19, 
2011 from   http://people.dsv.su.se/~jpalme/s1/history-of-KOM.html      

    Pilkington, R., & Guldberg, K. (2009). Conditions for productive networked learning among 
professionals and carers: The WebAutism case study. In L. Dirckinck-Holmfeld, C. Jones, & 
B. Lindström (Eds.),  Analysing networked learning practices in higher education and continuing 
professional development . Rotterdam: Sense Publishers.  

    Rogers, C. (1983).  Freedom to learn for the eighties . Columbus, OH: C. E. Merrill.  
    Ryberg, T., & Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L. (2010). Analysing digital literacy in action: A case study of 

a problem-oriented learning process. In R. Sharpe, H. Beetham, & S. de Freitas (Eds.), 
 Rethinking learning for a digital age  (pp. 170–183). New York: Routledge.  

    Short, T. J., Williams, E., & Christie, B. (1976).  The social psychology of telecommunications . 
London: Wiley.  

    Steeples, C., & Jones, C. (Eds.). (2001).  Networked learning in higher education . Berlin: Springer 
Verlag.  

    Tolsby, H., Nyvang, T., & Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L. (2002). A survey of technologies supporting 
virtual project based learning. In S. Banks (Ed.),  The third international conference on net-
worked learning  (pp. 572–581). Sheffi eld: University of Sheffi eld.  

    Wenger, E. (1998).  Communities of practice: Learning, meaning, and identity . New York: 
Cambridge University Press.     



     Part II 
  Developing Understandings 

of Networked Learning         



27L. Dirckinck-Holmfeld et al. (eds.), Exploring the Theory, Pedagogy and Practice 
of Networked Learning, DOI 10.1007/978-1-4614-0496-5_2, 
© Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2012

   Introduction 

 This chapter critically examines an idea that has become common during the past 
10 years that young people have undergone a generational change in which their 
exposure to digital and networked technologies, the bits and bytes of the  twenty-fi rst 
century, has caused a step change in the character of a whole generation. The empirical 
and theoretical basis for this argument is reviewed and critical  theoretical perspec-
tives are assessed. The discussion begins by reexamining the  outcomes of a research 
project that studied the experience of networked learning in English universities that 
took place at the very end of the twentieth century. Evidence from that research is 
compared and contrasted with evidence gathered from students who were the very 
fi rst students that could be described as part of the new generation, gathered approxi-
mately 10 years later. 

 The argument for a generational break is put clearly by Marc Prensky the 
 originator of the term digital native when he states that young people have:

  … not just changed incrementally from those of the past … A really big discontinuity has 
taken place. One might even call it a “singularity” – an event which changes things so fun-
damentally that there is absolutely no going back (Prensky  2001 , p. 1).   

 The claim for such a dramatic change rests on powerful anecdotal and popular 
evidence. Many educators and parents connect with an idea which identifi es young 
people as more naturally adept with new technologies than they fi nd themselves or 
others of the same age. The claim made by the author is that the material context con-
stituted by widespread computing and digital networks has led to young people devel-
oping an instinctive aptitude and high skill levels in relation to the new  technologies. 
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Those older people who grew up in an analogue world, prior to the new digital 
 technologies, are portrayed as always being behind, as being immigrants to this new 
world, and never likely to reach the levels of skill and fl uency developed effortlessly 
by those who have grown up with new digital technologies. 

 The issue is important to networked learning because these claims include 
 specifi c claims about approaches to learning in the new generation. The young 
learner is characterized as exhibiting known qualities that can be assumed to apply 
to an entire generation. The language used about the new generation of learners is 
directive and contains few qualifi cations. For example, Tapscott says this in his 
most recent book:

  In education they [the Net Generation] are forcing a change in the model of pedagogy, from 
a teacher-focused approach based on instruction to a student-focused model based on 
 collaboration (Tapscott  2009 , p. 11).   

 The language is fi rm and commanding and the claim is that like it or not a new 
generation is forcing change and the character of that change is student-focused and 
based on collaboration. The claim that the new generation is likely to have a  profound 
effect on education suggests that educational reform arises out of pressure from a 
new generation of digitally native students. 

 The general idea that the Internet would change learning practices was sketched 
out in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Harasim et al.  (  1995  )  wrote in terms of 
 network learning and suggested that:

  Network learners of the future will have access to formal and informal education of their 
choice, wherever they are located, whenever they are able to participate … The network 
learner will be an active participant … learning with and from experts and peers wherever 
they are located (p. 273).   

 The development that has occurred in the past 10 years is that the mechanism for 
change has moved from choice to become identifi ed with a transformation in the 
character of a new generation of young people that have grown up with new tech-
nologies. Marc Prensky has recently written  Teaching Digital Natives  (Prensky  2010  ) , 
a book in which he argues that because of the technological environment in the 
twenty-fi rst century:

  It is inevitable … that change would fi nally come to our young peoples’ education as well, 
and it has. But there is a huge paradox for educators: the place where the biggest educa-
tional changes have come is not our schools; it is everywhere else but our schools (p. 1).   

 Prensky is not alone in suggesting that institutional change has been slow and is 
likely to arise as an outcome of an inevitable process consequent on generational 
change. Don Tapscott  (  2009  ) , for example, devoted an entire chapter in his recent 
book to the Net Generation as learners. It is clear from his writing that Tapscott views 
education as one of the central locations for the broad institutional changes he associ-
ates with the new generation, something he has developed further elsewhere (Tapscott 
and Williams  2010  ) . Palfrey and Gasser  (  2008  )  also devote a chapter to learners in 
their book  Born Digital  and they also go on to promote the argument that: “The edu-
cational establishment is utterly confused about what to do about the impact of 
 technology on learning” (p. 238). All these authors encourage the idea that education 
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has to change because there has been a generational change caused by a process of 
 technological change. In this view, technological change is seen as arising indepen-
dently and then having an impact on other dependant domains in society. Even when 
technological change is not seen as independent, it is often described as an inevitable 
outcome of social development. Writing in 2003, Selwyn noted that the problem 
with such discourses is that they fail to refl ect the diversity and complexity to be 
found in real lives. This weakness can have an impact and become embedded in 
policy and “the framing of children, adults and technology within these determinist 
discourses tends to hide the key shaping actors, the values and power relations behind 
the increasing use of ICT in society” (Selwyn  2003  p. 368). 

 This chapter takes a critical stance in relation to the arguments put forward for 
there being a new Net Generation of digital native students and explores the conse-
quences of these ideas from the standpoint of networked learning. Networked learning 
is defi ned in this chapter as:

  learning in which information and communication technology … is used to promote con-
nections: between one learner and other learners, between learners and tutors; between a 
learning community and its learning resources (Goodyear et al.  2004 , p. 1).   

 A key term in this defi nition is the word connections. It is the interactions that 
connectivity allows, including human interactions with materials and resources, but 
most particularly the human–human interactions enabled through digital and net-
worked technologies that are the key to networked learning. The defi nition of net-
worked learning takes a relational stance in which learning takes place both in 
relation to others and in relation to learning resources. 

 This defi nition was applied in a research project that took place at the end of the 
twentieth century which aimed to explore students’ experiences of networked 
 learning in higher education (Goodyear et al.  2001  ) . At that time, there was rela-
tively little research that examined undergraduate use of networked technologies in 
what would now be described as a blended setting, that is, sustaining courses in 
which networked technologies were supported by face-to-face contact (Goodyear 
et al.  2005 ; Jones and Bloxham  2001 ; Jones and Asensio  2001  ) . This chapter looks 
back at the outcomes of that research in the context of recent research examining the 
terms Net Generation and digital native in both England and broader global con-
texts. The aim of this retrospective review is to suggest that ways in which the 
changes that have taken place in networked technologies and students’ attitudes 
toward them can be more adequately theorized in relation to the idea of networked 
learning. 

   Networked Learning in Higher Education 

 The research that took place between 1999 and 2000, in the networked learning in 
higher education project, used a mixed method approach, including whole course 
surveys and interviews with staff and students from a range of courses in English 
HE. The fi ndings from the research established that there were no strong links 
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between students’ judgments about their experience of networked learning and 
either their conceptions of learning or their approach to study. A practical implica-
tion of this research was that it was reasonable to expect  all  students to have positive 
experiences on well-designed and well-managed networked learning courses, and 
positive experiences were not likely to be restricted to those students with more 
sophisticated conceptions of learning or deep approaches to study (Goodyear et al. 
 2003  ) . Prominent among our research goals was to see fi rstly whether there were 
signifi cant differences between students’ expectations about networked learning 
and their reports of their experience of networked learning at the end of a course, 
and secondly whether expectations and experiences differed between different 
groups of students. Students’ views were generally positive at the start and at the 
end of each course, though their attitudes became more moderate over time. The 
structure of students’ reported feelings remained relatively stable over time and 
there was no evidence to suggest that male or younger students had more positive 
feelings about networked learning. The thoroughness with which new technologies 
were integrated into a networked learning course appeared to be a signifi cant factor 
in explaining differences in students’ feelings and as might be expected, a well-
integrated course was associated with more positive experiences (Goodyear et al. 
 2005  ) . At the dawn of the new millennium, there was no evidence in the study of 
courses in England using networked learning of a generational divide, rather the 
course context, and particularly the degree to which networked learning was embed-
ded in the course, appeared to be a key factor.  

   Empirical Research on Digital Natives and the Net Generation 

 A persistent call has been for the introduction of good empirical evidence into the 
debate about the existence of a Net Generation and digital natives. Recently, there 
has been a signifi cant effort to ground the Net Generation and digital native debate in 
evidence and there are a range of nationally and regionally focused research  studies. 
These include studies in the USA (Hargittai  2010 ; Salaway et al.  2008 ;    Smith and 
Borreson Caruso  2010 ; Smith et al.  2009  )  and Canada (Bullen et al.  2009 ; Salajan 
et al.  2010  ) , Australia (Judd and Kennedy  2010,   2011 ; Kennedy et al.  2006,   2007, 
  2008,   2010 ; Oliver and Goerke  2007 ; Waycott et al.  2009  ) , the UK (   Jones and Cross 
 2009 ; Jones and Healing  2010a ; Jones and Hosein  2010 ; Jones et al.  2010 ; Margaryan 
et al.  2011 ; Selwyn  2008  ) , other European countries (Schulmeister  2010 ; Ryberg et al. 
 2010 ; Pedró  2009  ) , South Africa (   Brown and Czerniewicz  2010 ; Czerniewicz 
et al.  2009 ; Thinyane  2010  ) , Chile (Sánchez et al.  2010  ) , and Hong Kong (McNaught et al. 
 2009  ) . This empirical evidence from around the world, in contrasting economic 
 conditions, shows that today’s young students repeatedly prove to be a mixture of 
groups with various interests, motives, and behaviors, and never a single generational 
cohort with common characteristics. 

 Rather than showing a Net Generation of digital native students, who were 
 naturally profi cient with technology due to their exposure to the technology-rich 
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environment, the empirical evidence showed that students’ experiences with 
 technologies varied. Not all students were equally competent with technologies and 
their patterns of use varied considerably when moved beyond basic and entrenched 
technologies (Hosein et al.  2010b ; Jones et al.  2010 ; Kennedy et al.  2008  ) . There 
were variations among students within the Net Generation age band (   Bullen et al. 
 2009 ; Hosein et al.  2010b ; Jones et al.  2010  )  and students’ selection of tools were 
related to other characteristics, including age, gender, socioeconomic background, 
academic discipline, and year of study (Brown and Czerniewicz  2008 ; Hargittai 
 2010 ; Jones et al.  2010 ; McNaught et al.  2009 ; Selwyn  2008  ) . 

 Although there has been a considerable growth in university students’ access to 
a range of computing technologies and online technological tools, their use of tech-
nologies has often been for social and entertainment purposes rather than learning 
(Oliver and Goerke  2007  )  and there were differences in students’ use of technology 
for social and leisure purposes and for academic use (Corrin et al.  2010 ; Hosein 
et al.  2010a ; Kennedy et al.  2008  ) . Furthermore, empirical studies showed that stu-
dents’ high levels of use and skill did not necessarily translate into preferences for 
increased use of technology in the classroom (Schulmeister  2010  )  and a large num-
ber of students still hold conventional attitudes toward teaching (Margaryan et al. 
 2011  ) . In my own work, the research focused on fi rst-year university students and 
there was no evidence that students arrived at university with high expectations for 
ICT use that the university could not fulfi l (Hosein et al.  2010a ; Jones and Hosein 
 2010 ; Jones et al.  2010  ) . The fi ndings also showed that students used ICT more than 
they were required to but they tend to use the same technologies that are required to 
use for their courses. This suggests that the range of technologies that students are 
familiar with, and which they expect to be available, are not radically different to 
those currently supplied by English universities and that students are still using ICT 
in somewhat predictable ways, e.g., to communicate with their tutors and to access 
course materials. The longitudinal analysis of our data suggested that in a similar 
way to the data gathered almost 10 years earlier, students become slightly less fi rm 
in their opinions about the usefulness of ICT for learning during their studies and 
their opinion becomes slightly less positive with regard to some university provi-
sion, such as online library resources and specialist software. 

 There is now a need to return to the theories that contend for attention in explaining 
both the changes the evidence shows are taking place and how these changes relate 
both to students’ age and a variety of other demographic and contextual infl uences.   

   Theory, Criticisms, and Alternative Approaches 

 Several authors (Bayne and Ross  2007 ;    Buckingham and Willett  2006 ; Herring 
 2008  )  have pointed to the importance of commercial and market interests in 
 perpetuating the idea of a new generation and we noted earlier the strong anecdotal 
appeal of generational arguments for parents and educators. However, such 
 arguments lead to some highly negative consequences.  Bayne and Ross , for  example, 
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note that digital native arguments lead to a paradoxical one-way determinism in 
which institutions and teachers are forced to change but each person is said to be 
fi xed in their own generational position. This provides a contradictory account in 
which older people are expected to change, though they are generationally fi xed, 
and become more like the new generation. In education, this can lead to a defi cit 
model of professional development in which academic staffs who are outside the 
new generation can only ever be “immigrants,” never able to fully bridge the gap 
with “natives” arising from their generational position  ( Bayne and Ross  ; Bennett 
et al.  2008  ) . 

 Bennett et al.  (  2008  )  have noted that the discourse surrounding technology and 
generational change resembles an academic “moral panic,” in that it restricts critical 
and rational debate and because the new generation is identifi ed as a positive but 
threatening presence in relation to the existing academic order. The Net Generation 
and digital native discourse is one that provides a series of binary distinctions, new 
generation or old generations; technically capable and inclined or technically 
 challenged; and fi nally between students and their teachers. These authors do not 
dismiss the potential for change related to developments in digital and networked 
technology, rather they argue for the collection of evidence and the adoption of a 
cautious attitude when advocating technologies as a vehicle for educational reform. 

   The Generational Argument 

 The idea of a Net Generation composed of digital natives has a strong generational 
component. Howe and Strauss wrote  Millennials Rising   (  2000  )  several years after 
the book  Generations: The History of America’s Future and The Fourth Turning: 
An American Prophecy   (  1991  ) . The idea of a Millennial generation is related to a 
cyclic view of history that suggests that the history of the USA has followed a regu-
lar and predictable pattern since the 16th century. From this perspective, the 
Millennials are simply the most recent outcome of a long historical process. 
Millennials, although described by their digital and networked technological con-
text, are part of a process rooted in human history, biology, and culture. In this 
scheme, they are the most recent form of the “Civic” generational type, who are said 
to be heroic, collegial, and rationalistic. Interestingly, they are also said to have core 
values that include community, technology, and affl uence. The idea of the Net 
Generation was associated with the historical idea of a Millennial generation through 
the work of    Oblinger and Oblinger ( 2005 ). 

 The authors who use the term Net Generation do not generally advance this 
cyclical argument about generations, but the generational argument has had a clear 
infl uence on thinking about young people in education. Oblinger and Oblinger 
( 2005 , Ch. 2) explicitly build on the ideas of Howe and Strauss in the book Educating 
the Net Generation. While Oblinger and Oblinger are careful to state their claims 
cautiously, they associate a new generation, drawn directly from Howe and Strauss, 
with the Net Generation defi ned in terms of its exposure to technology (Jones  2011  ) . 



332 Networked Learning, Stepping Beyond the Net Generation and Digital Natives

Palfrey and Gasser in their book Born Digital  (  2008  )  and subtitled “understanding 
the fi rst generation of digital natives” suggest that the term generation is an over-
statement and prefer to call the new cohort a “population” (p. 14). Their intention in 
this is clearly to reclaim the term digital native, but I fear their cause is lost. By 
identifying a population by their access to technology, it ceases to have full genera-
tional coverage because technology access is not a universal condition within the 
age group. They also note that access to technology is partly dependant upon a 
learned digital literacy. However, if being part of the population of digital natives 
requires learning, then the group cannot be “Born Digital” and it is not clear what 
benefi ts there are in retaining the idea of being a digital “native.” Even in the authors’ 
own terms, digital native is at best misleading and the idea of generational change 
needs to be abandoned. 

 As we have noted, Kennedy et al.  (  2008  )  found that the use of technologies 
among fi rst-year Australian students showed signifi cant diversity when looking 
beyond the basic and entrenched technologies. They found that the patterns of 
access to, use of, and preference for a range of other technologies varied consider-
ably among students of a similar age. Similarly, in my own work (Jones et al.  2010  ) , 
I have reported that English fi rst-year students show signifi cant age-related varia-
tions and that these are not generational in character. The Net Generation age group 
is itself divided internally and both of these empirical studies suggest that while age 
is a factor there is no single Net Generation or digital native group and that fi rst-year 
university students of a similar age show a diversity that is inconsistent with a gen-
erational hypothesis.  

   Agency and Affordance 

 The arguments used to support the contention that there has been a signifi cant gen-
erational change rely on a form of structural, specifi cally technological, determin-
ism. The argument suggests that because young people have been exposed to a 
range of digital and networked technologies there has been a consequent change in 
their attitudes and natural skill levels with these technologies and they are radically 
different from preceding generations. In this account, technology behaves as an 
independent and external structural factor acting on social forms but not being con-
ditioned by them. Alternative accounts understand young people as active agents in 
the process of engagement with technology. The notion of agency has been widely 
discussed as a contrasting framework to structure in the social sciences. Structure 
describes the factors enabling and constraining what human agents do. Agency, in 
contrast, is concerned with the shaping of processes by the intentions and projects 
of humans.    Czerniewicz et al. ( 2009 ) have investigated student agency in relation to 
university students’ use of new technology by applying the critical realist approach 
of    Archer ( 2002,   2003 ). 

 Archer’s opinion is that agency can be viewed as a “distinct strata of reality” 
(Archer  2003 , p. 2), in which agency is emergent and cannot be reduced to structure 
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nor vice versa. In Archer’s writing, there is an association of the agent with the 
person and the self and social identity for Archer is a “subset” of personal identity. 
It is the individual who holds the power to be active and refl exive:

  In a nutshell, the individual, as presented here in his or her concrete singularity, has powers 
of ongoing refl exive monitoring of both self and society (Archer  2002 , p. 19).   

 The strength of this approach is the rejection of social as well as technological 
determinism and its focus on the active mediation between structure and agency. 
Archer also argues that agency is fundamentally a human characteristic. Czerniewicz 
et al. ( 2009 ) agree with this approach and argue that: “The particular value of 
Archer’s work is her interest in the relation between agency and structure from the 
perspective of the agent, or the person” (Czerniewicz et al.  2009 , p. 83). 

 The research I have conducted (Jones and Healing  2010a  )  illustrates the way in 
which the structural conditions that students face at university are, at least in part, the 
outcomes of collective agency. The research showed how staff members designed 
and redesigned courses in relation to available technologies and how the availability 
of the technologies themselves was an outcome of decisions and actions taken 
 elsewhere in the university. For this reason, I have suggested expanding the notion of 
the agent to include persons acting not on their own behalf, but enacting roles in 
 collective organizations, such as courses, departments, schools, and universities. 
Furthermore, individual students are working in settings that have increasing amounts 
of active technologies that replicate the aspects of human agency. Increasingly, the 
digital networks through which education is mediated are able to become interactive 
and I reported that distraction is already recounted by students who suggest it is 
caused by the intervention of automated processes, such as notifi cations from social 
networking sites. While it may be correct to argue that there is not a complete 
 symmetry between human and machine agency, there is an increasing likelihood that 
students will interact with humans and machines in similar ways.  

   Networked Individualism and Networked Sociality 

 Manuel Castells is possibly the most widely known author to place networks at the 
centre of contemporary society  (  2000  ) . Building on work by Wellman (see Wellman 
et al.  2003  ) , Castells has used the term “networked individualism” to describe the 
form of sociality in such societies. Networked individualism relates to the way 
social relations are realized in interaction between online and off-line social 
 networks and to a move from physical communities to personalized or privatized 
virtual networks. This social trend raises fundamental questions about the relation-
ships between the emerging networked society and the organization of learning 
environments in both formal education and training. Networked individualism 
might suggest that we need to take a more critical approach to the theories of educa-
tion and learning that are based on community and collaboration. The term also 
suggests that we can do this without ruling out the central place of communication 
and dialogue in education and learning (Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2009  ) . The 
term networked individualism suggests a move away from place-to-place  interaction 
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toward interactions that are person to person in character. The pattern of social life 
enabled by networked digital technologies is one that allows for a sociability based 
on the person rather than classic notions of community and collaboration. The new 
networks rely as much on weak ties as they do on the strong ties of traditional 
groups and communities (   Jones et al.  2008 ). 

 The emphasis on the person and choice in networked individualism contrasts with 
the deterministic arguments that support the Net Generation and digital natives. Bennett 
and Maton  (  2010  )  suggest that networked individualism places the focus on the indi-
viduals who navigate through their own personal networks. This focus on choice is 
welcome, but it may be insuffi cient as the choices people make are in conditions that 
they themselves are not able to control (Jones  2011  ) . Jones and Healing  (  2010a  )  argue 
that choices are made at various levels of social scale, including in universities, depart-
ments, and whole institutions. Their argument suggests that choice cannot be restricted 
to the individual and that decisions about what kind of infrastructures to provide for 
students have an impact on the range of choices which students have. 

 If educational designers and university policy makers respond to networked indi-
vidualism by individualizing  networked learning, they are not only responding to a 
social pressure, they are adding to it by constituting a privatized context within 
which students make educational and technological choices. The more radical argu-
ments for PLEs  suggest an extremely individualized and learner-centric view of 
learning. This radical view ignores the political and institutional requirements built 
into educational  systems for social cohesion (Dirckinck-Holmfeld and Jones  2009  ) , 
and seen from a social cognitive or a social pedagogical perspective such a radical 
version of PLEs may be counterproductive. Networked learning offers an alterna-
tive vision of a learning environment that allows for individualization but empha-
sizes connections rather than the privatization involved in PLEs. While networked 
learning does not necessarily privilege the strong ties involved in collaboration or 
community, it still involves a connectedness of some kind, whether reliant on strong 
or weak ties.  

   The University and the Net Generation 

 The Net Generation and digital natives debates are not restricted to describing young 
people or predicting their approaches to learning. The authors of some of these 
ideas have a more radical agenda, one that predicates deep institutional change on 
the speculative arguments about the character of this new generation (Margaryan 
et al.  2011  ) . Tapscott and Williams provide the following account of the necessity 
for radical change:

  Change is required in two vast and interwoven domains that permeate the deep structures 
and operating model of the university: (1) the value created for the main customers of the 
university (the students); and (2) the model of production for how that value is created. First 
we need to toss out the old industrial model of pedagogy (how learning is accomplished) 
and replace it with a new model called collaborative learning. Second we need an entirely 
new modus operandi for how the subject matter, course materials, texts, written and spoken 
word, and other media (the content of higher education) are created  (  2010 , p. 10).   
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 These fundamental changes in the university are predicated on a new cohort of 
students bringing about a generational clash. The determinism forms a complete 
circle in which young people are determined by their technological environment to 
form a new generational cohort and then the Net Generation go on to force deep 
changes to the fundamental nature of the university. Tapscott and Williams propose 
an entirely new approach to the place and role of the university in society. The 
answer that Tapscott and Williams suggest is the adoption of a free market approach 
in which private initiative and the market replace existing models of the university. 
The government’s role would be reduced to building the digital infrastructure, such 
as broadband networks, that would allow such private commercial providers to 
 succeed. In the context of severe budget reductions, following the banking crisis, 
these calls for a reduced role for the state and increased private provision fall on 
fertile ground and they fi nd a strong echo in the UK Government-commissioned 
Browne Report  (  2010  ) . 

 Like Bates  (  2010  ) , I argue that the future of university provision is a choice and 
not the result of a technologically determined process. Technological change can 
assist many kinds of changes in university teaching and learning and in relation to 
the broader role of the university. Technological change does not require universi-
ties to change in one particular way rather than another and it certainly does not lend 
itself to simple solutions based on generational stereotypes. Resistance to educa-
tional reform can arise from issues of funding and the signifi cant divergences in 
vision that different social groups have for universities. Change is not hindered by 
the state-organized nonmarket form of organization in the university sector, and a 
neoliberal approach to markets and privatization offers no simple solution. The key 
issue that this chapter addresses is the determinism inherent in Net Generation and 
digital natives arguments that obscures the role of political choice.   

   Concluding Remarks 

 The networked learning in higher education project was completed almost 10 years 
ago. It was reporting on a population of students that would have been born in the 
early 1980s at the beginning of the age group that has become known as the Net 
Generation and digital natives. It was a period in which broadband network connec-
tions were still a novelty and ADSL, using copper wire subscriber lines, was 
launched commercially only in 2000. The provision of wired broadband in student 
study bedrooms was still a novelty and almost certainly unavailable, outside of 
some workplaces, for distance learners (Jones and Healing  2010b  ) . Mobile phones 
were relatively new and while Vodafone took the fi rst mobile call in 1985 the GSM 
2G phone system, enabling SMS text messaging, was introduced only in the 1990s. 
Mobile Internet is a very recent service, introduced with 3G networks after the new 
millennium had begun. One of the conclusions we drew in 2000 was that there was 
no evidence of a generational divide. We also noted that students’ views of net-
worked learning were generally positive but that these views moderated over time 
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following exposure to their networked learning course. A key factor we identifi ed 
was the integration of networked learning within the course and positive experi-
ences were associated with the most integrated courses. Ten years later and despite 
the increased availability of computing devices, fast broadband access, the develop-
ment of mobile technologies, and all the rhetoric about new generations, we fi nd 
very similar results in research from across the world. In my own research, in the 
UK, I have found no evidence of the much hyped generational divide. I have found 
that students are generally satisfi ed with university provision and that they are quite 
unlike the picture found in Net Generation and digital native literature. The students 
were not radicals adopting the most recent innovations, skilled in the latest tech-
nologies, and forcing change on reluctant faculty and resistant universities. Their 
requirements were modest and remained focused on the kinds of communication 
tools and services that enable access to the study resources that the universities are 
already providing. 

 There is now a mounting empirical base on which we must begin to develop 
theories to adequately account for the changes that we can clearly see from research 
across the world. The availability of cheap computing, broadband, and mobile net-
works and a range of Web-based services is clearly changing the way both students 
study and the way the universities they attend conduct their work. These changes 
involve choice and they cannot be read from a predetermined script that relies on a 
crude form of determinism. I agree with Bennett and Maton  (  2010  )  that one of the 
things we require now is a more theoretically informed body of research that moves 
away from simple dichotomies. We need to understand the changes that are taking 
place while avoiding the hyperbole that has characterized much of the debate in 
the past 10 years. We need to reengage with research agendas and step outside the 
 narrow confi nes of the recent debate. In the research 10 years ago, we drew on 
the relational tradition of research that suggested that there might be a relationship 
between teachers’ approaches to teaching and learners’ approaches to learning 
(Jones et al.  2000  ) . Margaryan et al.  (  2011  )  noted that: “Our fi ndings show that, 
regardless of age and subject discipline, students’ attitudes to learning appear to be 
infl uenced by the teaching approaches used by lecturers.” (p. 10). This is a line of 
research that could usefully be further developed, for example by investigating the 
way faculty’s use of new technologies can infl uence the take up and use of new 
technologies by students for educational purposes. 

 In researching the relationship between students and technology, much of the 
research effort has gone into self-report, largely through the use of surveys but also 
in interview data. There is a need to move beyond this kind of data using new meth-
ods to access data that reveals the actual use of new technologies. Recently, Judd 
and Kennedy  (  2010  )  reported a 5-year study of medical students that described 
actual rather than reported use. Their innovative approach provided quantitative 
data, but there are also the beginnings of qualitative approaches that go beyond 
simple interviews by engaging the students themselves in capturing data. Ryberg 
 (  2007  )  conducted an interesting, ethnographically inspired study of “power users” 
of technology. The study investigated whether young “power users” might be 
 learning, working, and solving problems differently as a result of their more  intensive 
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use of technology. Jones and Healing  (  2010b  )  have reported their experience of 
using a cultural probe and the self-collection by students of video and textual records 
prompted by SMS text messages. Corrin et al.  (  2010  )  have used a similar experience 
sampling approach in their work. 

 Overall, the importance of the debate about the new generation of students is that 
determinist arguments about the new generation of students can close down debate 
about the role and purposes of higher education. Networked learning relies on these 
debates for its existence and it would be impoverished if the radical market-driven 
solutions that are associated with Net Generation and digital native arguments 
succeed.      
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    Introduction 

 With the popularisation of web 2.0 practices and technologies, we have also 
 witnessed a re-vitalisation or renaissance of terms such as collaboration, sharing, 
dialogue, participation, student-centred learning, and the need to position  students 
as producers, rather than consumers of knowledge. These are, however, pedagogi-
cal ideals, which have been prominent within research areas such as Networked 
Learning, CSCL and CMC-research well before the emergence of web 2.0. They 
even pre-date the Internet and World Wide Web (Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld 
 2009  ) . This dialogical, collaborative perspective, which Weller  (  2007  )  character-
ises as the “discussion view,” has existed and thrived. However, it seems fair to 
say that the mainstream and institutional uptake of learning technologies has been 
primarily oriented towards the “broadcast view,” defi ned by Weller  (  2007  )  as 
delivering  content or resources globally, fl exibly and on demand to the individual 
users. 

 While many of the pedagogical ideals often associated with web 2.0 may not be 
entirely new, the mainstream adoption of services such as Facebook, Flickr and 
YouTube seems to have created a stronger platform for ideas such as collaboration, 
sharing and “user generated content.” In relation to these trends the notion of connec-
tivism has been presented as “a learning theory for the twenty-fi rst century,” and has 
been closely linked with the recent technological changes – in particular, the pervasive-
ness of various “ networked technologies” such as email, the web and more recently, 
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social networking, blogs, RSS and various mechanisms for aggregating and fi ltering 
information:

  Over the last twenty years, technology has reorganized how we live, how we communicate, 
and how we learn. Learning needs and theories that describe learning principles and 
 processes, should be refl ective of underlying social environments (Siemens  2005 , Introduction 
section, para 1).   

 The notion of connectivism has been most vividly explored by George Siemens 
and Stephen Downes, and the authors make some references to the broader heading 
of networked learning. In an online paper titled “A Brief History of Networked 
Learning,” Siemens  (  2008  )  makes references to research projects at Lancaster 
University and the thesis by de Laat  (  2006  ) . However, there does not seem to be 
strong awareness of or references to the understanding of networked learning as it 
is discussed and developed in the (mainly) European community of networked 
learning research. There seems to be shared interests amongst the two perspectives 
in concepts such as “networks,” “connections,” social learning and learner-centred 
pedagogies, but also some differences, which are worth exploring. 

 While learner-centeredness, social learning, participation and collaboration 
seem to have become the rhetorical mainstay of web 2.0 pedagogy, we argue that 
there are signifi cantly different interpretations of these terms, and the pedagogies 
and practices emerging from these diverse understandings. This becomes par-
ticularly visible when investigating different conceptual frameworks, such as 
networked learning, connectivism or more collaboratively oriented pedagogies 
and theories. In this chapter, we therefore critically discuss and analyse concepts 
such as networked learning and connectivism. Equally, we briefl y present ideas 
on personal learning environments (PLEs) as a means to identify some broader 
educational questions, which we believe are important within networked learn-
ing research. We draw out some seemingly contradictory concepts, such as per-
sonalisation and collaboration, while also providing examples from our own 
networked learning practices to  discuss how we might address or dissolve such 
dichotomies, and how ideas from networked learning and connectivism can 
inform each other.  

   Networked Learning and Different Understandings 
of Collaboration 

 In relation to the acclaimed web 2.0 wave of pedagogical transformation there 
seems to be a slight tendency of overemphasising technological developments as 
the reason, or vehicle, for pedagogical change. In relation to this we should like to 
raise the point that we must be careful in ascribing too much power to perceived 
inert affordances of particular technologies, and focus equally on how the technolo-
gies are enacted or taken into use by practitioners (Jones et al.  2006 ; Suthers  2006  ) . 
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We are convinced that networked learning theory has much to offer to these ongoing 
discussions, and in the following we take our point of departure in one of the 
 defi nitions that has become central within the networked learning community:

  Networked learning is learning in which information and communications (ICT) is used to 
promote connections: between one learner and other learners, between learners and tutors; 
between a learning community and its learning resources (Goodyear et al.  2004 , p. 2).   

 Historically, this defi nition grew out of a series of projects during the late 1990s 
and an ESRC Research Seminar Series on the implications of the use of networked 
learning in higher education (Beaty et al.  2010  ) . The seminar series resulted in a 
manifesto titled “Towards E-Quality in Networked E-Learning in Higher Education” 
which was presented at the Networked Learning conference 2002 by the “E-Quality 
Network.” As noted by Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  (  2009  ) , this defi nition has 
proved itself to be remarkably robust over the last 10 years, and has developed 
 considerable force especially within European research where it has been developed 
through a number of publications, and has been associated with the Networked 
Learning Conference series since 1998 (Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2009 ; 
Goodyear et al.  2004  ) . 

 Firstly, this defi nition of networked learning goes beyond merely denoting 
“online learning” or “e-learning,” as it encompasses theoretical assumptions about 
learning and how to design for learning. The defi nition stresses the connections 
 between  people and  between  people and resources, but also points to a certain level 
of social organisation between learners, tutors and resources, i.e. a learning com-
munity. However, the notion of a learning community and the strength of the ties or 
connections between people can differ in various interpretations. Some have criti-
cised notions such as communities of practice (CoP) (Wenger  1998  )  and the strong 
focus on “collaborative learning” within the area of CSCL. They have voiced a 
concern that these perspectives focus too much on networks composed of strong 
ties, thus overlooking the value of weak ties between learners (Jones et al.  2006, 
  2008 ; Ryberg and Larsen  2008  ) . Simultaneously, proponents of networked learning 
also argue for learning and collaborative knowledge construction processes 
organised around focused and intensive negotiations of problems (McConnell  2002 ; 
Zenios  2011  ) . Although there are particular values and ideals associated with net-
worked learning, as expressed in the networked learning manifesto (Beaty et al. 
 2002,   2010  ) , it does not privilege a particular pedagogical model or ideal in terms 
of uniformly favouring collaboration or unity of purpose in a community of learners 
(Jones et al.  2008  ) . However, the ideas of relations and connections suggest that 
learning is not confi ned to the individual mind or the individual learner. Rather, 
learning and knowledge construction is located in the connections and interactions 
between learners, teachers and resources, and seen as emerging from critical dia-
logues and enquiries. As such, networked learning theory seems to encompass an 
understanding of learning as a social, relational phenomenon, and a view of knowl-
edge and identity as constructed through interaction and dialogue. Furthermore, as 
argued by Jones  (  2008  )  this aligns well with social practice, socio-cultural or social 
learning theories that also situate and analyse learning as located in social practice 
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and interaction, rather than as a phenomenon of the individual mind. In addition, 
prevalent ideas within (some) interpretations of networked learning are associated 
with more radical pedagogies, where critical refl exivity and dialogue are empha-
sised as a means to help learners “recognize, critique and move beyond one’s taken-
for-granted assumptions – about the world, and about one’s professional practice 
and learning” (Goodyear et al.  2004 , p. 2). This particular view is also associated 
with educational values of supporting democratic processes, diversity, inclusion and 
e-quality drawing on both Paulo Freire’s Critical Pedagogy and social construction-
ists notions of relational dialogue (Beaty et al.  2010  ) . 

 In relation to the discussions of types of connections (weak or strong) and 
modes of interaction, such as collaboration or cooperation (which can be said to be 
strongly tied or more weakly tied respectively), we fi nd the distinction made by 
McConnell  (  2002  )  useful. Building on the work of Roschelle and Teasley  (  1995  )  
McConnell  distinguishes between distributed  collaborative  and  cooperative  learn-
ing. Roughly speaking this refers to whether the work on the task or problem and 
the outcome is shared ( collaborative) or whether individuals engage in discussions 
with others about their refl ections on individual assignments (cooperation). This 
distinction is also similar to what Suthers  (  2006  )  refers to as intersubjective vs. 
individual epistemo logies. We believe that there are essential aspects in these dis-
tinctions, which can be important to refl ect upon. In a recently published book on 
networked learning (Dirckinck-Holmfeld et al.  2009  ) , Jones and Dirckinck-
Holmfeld  (  2009  )  discuss the ideas and tensions between strongly tied collabora-
tions vs. more loosely tied cooperative modes of learning (a question also taken up 
earlier in Jones et al.  2006  ) . They ask whether the internet and broader sociological 
trends have resulted in a social shift from more cohesive, communal relations 
towards more dispersed, personalised  relations. This they associate with the notion 
of networked individualism coined by Wellman  (  2001  )  and explored by Castells 
 (  2001  )  and they pose the questions:

  Networked individualism might suggest that we need to take a more critical approach to the 
theories of education and learning that are based on community and collaboration. The term 
also suggests that we can do this without ruling out the central place of communication and 
dialogue in education and learning. […] We argue that a key question for research is whether 
the Internet will help foster more densely knit communities or alternatively whether it will 
encourage more sparse, loose knit formations. […] a signifi cant question is whether designs 
for networked learning environments should refl ect the trend towards networked individualism 
or serve as a counter balance to this trend, offering opportunities for the development of 
collaborative dependencies (Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2009 , pp. 6–7).   

 While we do not view the sociological notion of networked individualism as 
necessarily opposed to the development of collaborative dependencies within 
 education, we do view an increasing interest in “personalised learning,” personal 
learning environments or networks (PLEs and PLNs) as a challenge to more 
 collaborative organisations of learning (though we also fi nd that these ideas hold 
developmental potential and can act as a window of opportunity). This concern, we 
believe, is equally voiced in Beaty et al.’s  (  2010  )  recent discussions of the  networked 
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learning manifesto where they re-iterate the importance of maintaining a focus on 
e-quality and explicit educational values:

  We claim that an updated defi nition of networked learning should not only refer to being 
a pedagogy based on connectivity and the co-production of knowledge but also one that 
aspires to support e-quality of opportunity and include reference to the importance of 
 relational dialogue and critical refl exivity in all of this. Following on from the defi nition 
of networked learning we reaffi rm the point made in the original Manifesto that policy 
for networked learning should be based on explicit educational values and research 
(Beaty et al.  2010 , p. 585).   

 We do not mean to argue that “personalised learning” or personal learning 
 environments necessarily preclude e-quality, collaboration or critical refl exive and 
relational dialogue. However, we feel it is important to discuss some reservations 
initially voiced by Weller  (  2007  )  and re-iterated by Dirckinck-Holmfeld and Jones 
 (  2009  ) . They argue that there might be four downsides to PLEs:

     Commonality of experience. PLEs may threaten or loosen the shared experience  –
of studying a course.  
  Exposure to different approaches. The educational gain of broadening a local and  –
 personal experience may be lost. PLEs may encourage a narrow private view 
that is  resistant to change and encourage a ‘customer’ focus that relies on con-
sumer choice of a educational goods [sic] that are often not appreciated until 
after the educational experience has taken place.  
  Privacy. Personalisation requires the collection of user data and raises serious  –
concerns in terms of privacy and surveillance. It may also have unintended con-
sequences as once it is known that a system is monitored, user behaviour will 
adapt to the perceived requirements of the monitoring.  
  Content focus. The drive behind PLEs is one that emphasises delivery of person- –
alised content at the expense of communication with others (Dirckinck-Holmfeld 
and Jones  2009 , pp. 264–265).      

 While some interpretations of PLEs do seem to be exclusively focused on 
retrieval of personalised content, e.g. through semantic technologies, one can also 
argue for PLEs as a means to engage in mutual enquiry, refl exive dialogue and self-
governed, problem-based and collaborative activities (Dalsgaard  2006  ) . 

 However, inspired by Dirckinck-Holmfeld and Jones  (  2009  )  and Beaty et al. 
 (  2010  )  we wish to raise question such as will learners’ (potentially) highly individu-
alised orchestrations of their learning itinerary (or trajectory) across institutional 
boundaries erode commonality of experiences? Does it lead to a “consumer” view 
of education? And how may such orchestrations of education impact educational 
values such as e-quality, inclusion, critical refl exivity and relational dialogue? Our 
point is not to argue that certain technological tools or orchestrations will uniformly 
shape the educational use. This is equally shaped by the underlying theoretical per-
spective and values with which we approach the pedagogical and socio-technical 
design of networked learning – in particular, how we view and design for the rela-
tional interdependencies between learners. Following Beaty et al.  (  2010  ) , who refer 
to the “Online Hot Seat Seminar” on connectivism hosted by George Siemens and 
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Stephen Downes as pre-events for the Networked Learning Conference 2010, we 
feel that connectivist principles and views of networked learning have something to 
offer for our current conceptualisations of learning. However, we should also like to 
explore more critically the notion of connectivism in relation to the notions of 
 networked learning presented above.  

   Connectivism and Networked Learning 

 In many ways connectivism seems to align well with networked learning theory, 
and also challenge ideas around collaboration and tightly knitted communities. The 
notion of connectivism (Siemens  2005,   2006  )  has attracted some attention in recent 
years. As noted by Kop and Hill  (  2008  ) , it lives a particularly vibrant and dynamic 
life in the blogosphere around the blogs-spaces and online publications of espe-
cially George Siemens (  http://elearnspace.org/     and   http://connectivism.ca    ) and 
Stephen Downes (  http://www.downes.ca    ). But also it is a (seemingly) dynamic 
object of enquiry and one of the main topics in the open online course “Personal 
Learning Environments, Networks and Knowledge” (  http://ple.elg.ca/course/
moodle/course/view.php?id=3    ) hosted and organised by Siemens and Downes – and 
with more than 1,800 “participants.” The Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) is/
was according to Mackness et al.  (  2010 , p. 266) (who participated in the course in 
2008) “a course and a network about the emergent practices and the theory of 
Connectivism.” Thus, the course is based on the principles and practices of connec-
tivism, which is also (partly) the topic or underlying theoretical perspective of the 
“learning event” or “un-course.” 

 The reason for mentioning these aspects is that connectivism, in many ways, 
seems to live and thrive mainly in the outskirts or outside of traditional academic 
publication and dissemination channels. For one thing, this means that many of the 
papers on connectivism are not peer-reviewed and published in journals, but are 
disseminated through the webspaces mentioned. Secondly, the underlying view of 
knowledge and learning in connectivism does to some extent question or render 
problematic the discussion of such ideas in more traditional academic outlets: 
Should one engage in the ongoing, (seemingly) dynamic and volatile conversations 
in the blogosphere, rather than a monological book chapter? We mention this to 
acknowledge the fact that the proponents of connectivism also seem to be challeng-
ing traditional scholarship and urge the scientifi c community to think about how 
knowledge is disseminated and shared. Having said that, we also feel that there is 
great value and continued need for the admittedly more slow-moving critical dis-
semination and refl ection of academic knowledge represented by the traditional 
academic outlets. For one thing, peer-review processes force authors to take into 
account any criticism raised by the reviewers, while authors of blogs may choose 
not to do so. Secondly, peer-review processes should, in principle, ensure that the 
reviewers hold expert knowledge within the research area, whereas comments on 
blogs may be of a more diverse nature. In the following section, we offer a more 
critical discussion of “connectivism.” 
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   Connectivism: A New Learning Theory? 

 The argument proposed by Siemens  (  2005,   2006  )  is that the existing theories or 
 paradigms of learning (behaviourism, cognitivism and constructivism) cannot 
 suffi ciently explain or account for the fundamentally changed conditions for  learning 
brought about by the changes in the technological landscape, e.g. the abundance of 
information, the increasingly shorter half-life of knowledge and the need to continu-
ously stay updated with the newest information and resources. Furthermore, many 
information processing tasks can be delegated to technology (or social fi ltering 
through networks at different levels of scale). Siemens argues that learning rests in 
the capabilities of forming connections to other people, networks and sources of 
information and that the capacity to recognize or create useful information patterns 
are crucial:

  The starting point of connectivism is the individual. Personal knowledge is comprised of 
a network, which feeds into organizations and institutions, which in turn feed back into 
the network, and then continue to provide learning to individual [sic]. This cycle of 
knowledge development (personal to network to organization) allows learners to remain 
current in their fi eld through the connections they have formed (Siemens  2005 , 
Connectivism section, para 7).   

 Although, this seems to be very similar to some of the ideas expressed in 
 networked learning theory, it also seems to have a much stronger focus on the 
 individual, and the individual’s capacity to sift through, fi lter, fi nd and utilise  various 
networks to retrieve resources and ideas. These can then enhance the individuals’ 
capacity, and thus the whole network’s, in a circular process focusing on and 
 returning to (cognitive, neural) operations of the individual. In this sense other 
 persons (who are themselves personal networks) and networks at different levels of 
scale seem to become instruments or hubs through which the individual can retrieve 
updated resources. In our interpretation, it seems that the most fundamental rela-
tions are those between an individual and a resource or idea, possibly acquired and 
fi ltered through a complex socio-technical network that itself seems to be imbued 
with a form of (somewhat unexplained or unexplored) agency:

  Currency of knowledge is the function of a network, and raising the value of skills of net-
work-making. The network becomes a separate cognitive element—it processes, fi lters, 
evaluates, and validates new information. If content has a short lifespan (as new information 
is acquired), then it would logically imply that our education and training systems should 
not be about content in particular—they should specifi cally be about current content 
(Siemens  2006 , p. 10). 

 In a connectivist approach to learning, we create networks of knowledge to assist in replacing 
outdated content with current content. We off-load many cognitive capabilities onto the 
network, so that our focus as learners shifts from processing to pattern recognition. When we 
off-load the processing elements of cognition, we are able to think, reason, and function at a 
higher level (or navigate more complex knowledge spaces) (Siemens  2006 , p. 11).   

 For one thing, we fi nd it problematic that knowledge is equated with content, 
albeit this is updated or dynamic content. Although, Siemens argues that knowledge 
and thinking reside outside the head, it does seem to be a very different perspective 
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when compared to social or socio-cultural theories of learning, also because Siemens 
relate patterns in external networks with neural networks, thus making a reference 
to neuroscience:

  Learning is the process of creating networks (see Figure 2) [Authors: see original for the 
fi gure]. Nodes are external entities which we can use to form a network. Or nodes may be 
people, organizations, libraries, web sites, books, journals, databases, or any other source of 
information. The act of learning (things become a bit tricky here) is one of creating an 
 external network  of nodes—where we connect and form information and knowledge 
sources. The learning that happens in our heads is an  internal network (neural) . Learning 
networks can then be perceived as structures that we create in order to stay current and 
continually acquire experience, create, and connect new knowledge (external). And  learning 
networks can be perceived as structures that exist within our minds (internal) in connecting 
and creating patterns of understanding (Siemens  2006  ) .   

 Even though the fi ltering mechanisms are moved outside the individual’s head, it 
is not entirely clear to us, whether this represents a re-location of a basic “cognitivist 
information processing” metaphor dispersed into a socio-technical network, or a 
basic “constructivist perspective” where the notion of, e.g. schema is replaced with 
the metaphor of a network. Also, we are fundamentally concerned with the  somewhat 
unproblematic way in which internal and external networks are equated, and we 
wonder what the relations are between the two “realms” or if they are the same 
(without wanting to re-iterate complex discussions around dualism)? We wonder 
whether the relations or comparisons are meant metaphorically or as a more “realist 
notion” (that they do functionally compare and interact)? Following from this, we 
would ask whether it is fruitful (in either sense) to equate basic neuronal transmis-
sion or “the connecting” of electrical impulses with the insanely complex landscape 
of bodies, tables, computers, laws, regulations and the huge number of social and 
physical artefacts that mediate our engagement with the “world” and others? 
We wonder whether the metaphor or concept clouds more complex socio-technical 
and socio-cultural relations that interact with and mediate how knowledge is 
 produced, and regulate our access to and relations with books, journals, web sites and 
the whole (socio-technical) network where the knowledge content fl ows and is 
 produced? In relation to this, Siemens  (  2006  )  notes that:

  Additionally, it is important to acknowledge that learning is much more than exposure to 
content. Social, community, and collaborative approaches to learning are important.   

 However, we wonder whether notions such as “a network becomes a separate 
(self-organising?) cognitive element” and a strong focus on the fl ow of (updated) 
knowledge content renders invisible the processes by which these objects are 
 produced, say through dialogues, negotiation of meaning, regulations, social 
 practices and physical, bodily interaction with digital and analogue resources? And 
what becomes of notions such as power, voice, access and inclusion? We remain 
uncertain of whether concepts such as “communities,” “negotiation of meaning,” 
“dialogues,” “groups,” “social practice” and “collaboration” have a more signifi cant 
role in the notion of “connectivism,” or whether they are considered temporary, 
fl eeting, analytically less important hubs or stations in a self-organising knowledge 
fl ow of an autonomous network? Likewise, we remain uncertain of the fundamental 
epistemology of connectivism, and we are unsure of where it is located in terms of 
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other existing theories. We are not sure whether connectivism, as argued by Siemens 
 (  2005,   2006  ) , constitutes an entirely new view of relations between world and 
learner, and ask whether it might fall within or between existing perspectives. This 
can be fruitfully discussed by highlighting distinctions made between a socio- 
cultural and socio-constructivist perspective (Dillenbourg et al.  1996  ) . Whereas the 
socio-constructivist approach understands groups (or collaboration) as consisting of 
individual and relatively independent cognitive systems, which exchange messages 
through social interaction, the socio-cultural perspective suggests that groups or 
collaboration can be understood as a single cognitive system with its own  properties. 
Thus, in a socio-constructivist view (primarily inspired by Piaget) individual cogni-
tion is strengthened, matured or catalysed by social interaction, but the cognitive 
development remains tied to the mental operations of the individual, and has its own 
logic relative to the existing mental apparatus of the individual. In a socio-cultural 
view (inspired by Vygotsky), the focus is on social practice, artefacts and how 
 individual cognition and cognitive structures are seen as formed by/forming the 
social, cultural world. These are also what Suthers  (  2006  )  refer to as individual 
epistemologies vs. intersubjective epistemologies. 

 In our understanding of Siemens’ ideas, it seems that the individual nodes in the 
network grow by their “own logic” (aka their unique social network or constellation 
of connections), thus acting as relatively independent nodes, which, however, affect 
others and the network as a whole (that appears to be an independent cognitive unit). 
However, we are uncertain whether this indeed represents a novel approach or is an 
extension of, e.g. a socio-constructivist approach or individualist epistemology with 
a different vocabulary, and with some additional terms and thinking adopted from 
the fi eld of “distributed cognition” (Hutchins  1995  ) . It is not clear to us, what is the 
role of dialogues, collaboration, social practice or mutual construction of  knowledge 
or how well connectivism can account for (or is interested in) such patterns of 
 learning. It seems to be a more individualised or personalised perspective on learning 
than, e.g. networked learning theory. Although there are many authors who  challenge 
notions of strongly tied communities, concepts such as communication, dialogue 
and mutual construction of knowledge seem to be more central within networked 
learning theory. This difference is also refl ected in online postings where Siemens 
expresses a discomfort with the term “collective intelligence,” and argues instead 
for the term “connective intelligence”:

  For reasons of motivation, self-confi dence, and satisfaction, it is critical that we can retain 
ourselves and our ideas in our collaboration with others. Connective intelligences permits 
this. Collective intelligence results in an over-writing of individual identity (Siemens  2008 , 
Collective Intelligence? Nah. Connective Intelligence section, para 3).   

 As discussed by Mackness et al.  (  2010  )  connectivism seems to emphasise and 
value the autonomy of the learners and cooperative (networked) interdependencies 
over more strongly tied, collaborative dependencies, such as groups [which Downes 
 (  2007  )  argue are exclusionary vehicles that foster conformity and rule out diversity 
(potentially resulting in walled-in echo-chambers)]:

  It has been suggested by Downes and Siemens that the whole idea of an educational course 
needs to be reconceived (Siemens, 2009b) from the traditional, closed group, highly struc-
tured course, where students are dependent on tutors, to open networks of self-directed 
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learners. […] Downes ( 2007a , 2008, 2009b) has suggested that the key characteristics of an 
online course using connectivist principles are autonomy, diversity, openness, and connect-
edness and interactivity. ‘Autonomy’ allows learners maximum choice of where, when, 
how, with whom and even what to learn. ‘Diversity’ ensures that learners are from a 
 suffi ciently diverse population to avoid group-think and ‘echo-chambers’ (McRae, 2006) 
(Mackness et al.  2010 , p. 267).   

 In this sense, the notion of “learner-centeredness” seems to become strongly 
equated with individual freedom or autonomy over any form of organisation or 
dependency between learners. We do agree that highly structured courses, where 
cohorts of students are herded through a predefi ned set of learning goals and 
 materials provided only by teachers and tutors can be problematic. We also agree 
that group-thinking and echo-chambers can potentially produce alienation and 
exclusion (Ferreday and Hodgson  2008  ) . However, we think that the relatively 
 radical individualist focus might be in danger of overlooking positive aspects of 
collaborative or communal learning processes, and we do not agree that such 
 orchestrations of learning necessarily preclude learner autonomy or diversity. In the 
following  sections, we discuss this through illustrating our own orchestrations and 
continued development of learning practices at Aalborg University. We do not mean 
to go into details about any particular setups, systems or courses; rather we try to 
describe the pathways and lines of thinking we are pursuing and developing.  

   The Aalborg PBL Model: Our Networked Learning Practice 

 The foundational pedagogy of Aalborg University (AAU) is a project-based, 
 problem-oriented approach at times referred to as the Aalborg PBL-model (Kolmos 
et al.  2004  )  or problem-oriented project pedagogy (POPP) (Dirckinck-Holmfeld 
 2002  ) . It represents a strongly tied, collaborative organisation of learning, where 
students are mutually dependent on each other, throughout a whole semester; but 
also represents a high degree of learner freedom. The POPP was the institutional 
pedagogical foundation for establishing Aalborg University (1974) and Roskilde 
University Center (1972) in Denmark. In the late eighties, it also became the basis 
for open online education programmes and research within online learning (see also 
other chapters in this book). 

 At that time the approach represented a radical pedagogical turn where the focus 
shifted from a model based on delivery of information and knowledge towards a 
more critical, experientially based pedagogy. The approach emphasises learning as 
knowledge construction, collaboration in groups and problem-orientation 
(Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2002  ) . The main pedagogical principles revolve around 
 problem-orientation, project work, interdisciplinarity and participant-controlled 
learning. The entire learning process is formed around the students’ own enquiry 
into scientifi c and social problems. Thus, the model emphasises learner freedom 
and participant control when it comes to defi ning and working with their problem. 
However, as students are dependent on each other in their project groups and  projects 
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are produced throughout each semester, students cannot individually follow their 
own pace. To understand and fi nd a solution to the problem, the students go through 
different stages of systematic investigations: preliminary enquiries, problem 
 formulation, theoretical and methodological considerations, investigations, experi-
mentation and refl ection  (  Dirckinck-Holmfeld  ) . In Aalborg University each semester 
is therefore organised around approximately 50% course work and 50% project 
work in groups, where students collaborate on writing their semester project. The 
students work closely together for an extended period of time (4 months), on formu-
lating, identifying and “solving” their problem, and write a fi nal project report. 
A continued research effort has been to identify ways in which to support and 
develop this pedagogical model (for on-campus, as well as for off-campus students) 
through experimenting with various technologies, learning environments and tools. 
There has been a strong focus on how to support groups in virtual environments, by 
providing them with, e.g. shared fi le spaces, calendars and other tools to support 
coordination and collaboration. This has drawn specifi cally on CSCL and CSCW 
(Computer Supported Cooperative Work) research  (  Dirckinck-Holmfeld ; Tolsby 
 2009 ; Tolsby et al.  2002  ) . In these efforts, we have also been inspired and  challenged 
by the notion(s) of networked learning. In particular, we have been inspired by 
notions of strong and weak ties in learning, the growing educational interest in web 
2.0 (e.g. social networks and PLEs), but also ideas expressed in a “connectivist” 
approach (Ryberg and Larsen  2008 ; Ryberg et al.  2010  ) . These lines of thinking 
have particularly raised our awareness about interaction  between  groups,  between  
students (and researchers) on the same or across semesters, as well as connections 
 between  educational programme and the wider world of resources and researchers. 

 We are affi liated with one of the most student-rich on-campus programmes at 
Aalborg University (Humanistic Informatics) which recently raised the uptake of 
 students from 90 to 200 students per semester. The doubling has to some degree 
 lessened their experience of interactions with, and knowledge of, “the other” students. 
Although lectures/workshops and seminars are sometimes organised in “groups” of 
30–40 students, teachers and supervisors (particularly those dealing with 1–2  semesters 
students) were worried that students would only meet each other and their teachers, in 
either the tightly knitted project groups of 3–5 students, during traditional lectures or 
in the learning management system (used mainly for announcements, course descrip-
tions and slides). From a pedagogical perspective our concern was (and remains) that 
the underlying AAU values of active, critical, dialogical and participant-controlled 
learning become associated almost exclusively with the project work, and where the 
other half of the students’ time and work load will take place in physical and virtual 
spaces tailored for mass-customised education and management. In addition, we have 
concerns whether this also affects students’ “commonality of experience” and their 
development of a professional identity or their ongoing processes of “becoming” 
 various types of practitioners of “Humanistic Informatics.” 

 We have therefore become increasingly interested in exploring and designing 
learning environments that are not only aimed at mutually, dependent collaboration 
in tightly knitted groups, but also tools and environments that seek to leverage the 
interaction and transparency  between  groups (Dalsgaard and Paulsen  2009 ; 



54 T. Ryberg et al.

Ryberg et al.  2010  ) . Likewise, we are pursuing and experimenting with  technologies 
which can (potentially) leverage and support emerging types of large-scale 
 interactions. We have so far been experimenting with the open source systems Elgg 
and Mahara (which are PLEs or e-portfolio systems) in combination with other 
tools. These experiments go beyond small-group interactions and instead attempt to 
harness the values of larger, diffuse groups (e.g. wiki-writing, twitter-streams, online 
bookmark-sharing, collective note-taking). In relation to this, we fi nd the ideas and 
distinctions proposed by Dron and Anderson  (  2007  )  valuable. They suggest that we 
can distinguish between three levels of social aggregations which they term: the 
group, the network and the collective  (  Dron and Anderson  )  – these can, from a 
 network perspective, all be characterised as “networks” although differently tied 
and at variable levels of scale. Groups are more tightly knit social constellations and 
often mutually engaged in working with a common problem, project or task (such 
as a project group at AAU). Networks entails more fl eeting membership structures 
and boundaries, are emergent rather than designed, and do not necessarily revolve 
around a particular task. Finally, the collective has an even looser and more  emergent 
structure with no sense of conscious membership or belonging. Collectives are 
 aggregations of individuals’ uncoordinated actions from which, e.g. tag-clouds, 
 recommendation systems or page-ranking systems emerge. In particular, web 2.0 
technologies have amplifi ed and rendered the latter two levels of social aggregation 
visible. We agree with Dalsgaard  (  2006  )  who argues that students’ (self-chosen and 
managed) personal tools can support interaction across these different levels of social 
aggregation. In this way, we would argue for designs and research which aim to 
 combine or bridge these different social architectures, rather than seeing them as 
oppositions, dichotomies or internally contradictory. A focus on collaborative work 
does not preclude a simultaneous focus on facilitating the individual student’s  gradual 
development of a personalised (and shared) set of bookmarks or references (e.g. on 
delicious.com or diigo.com). Their creation of personalised social networks which 
may include researchers, other students and friends from inside or outside the institu-
tion could become valuable resources for other students in their group/ semester cohort. 

 In this way, we aim to offer students’ personal tools for construction,  presentation, 
refl ection and collaboration, while also facilitating the sharing and exchange of 
 various resources across different levels of social aggregation (the group, the  network 
and the collective). Thus, we want to place the individual learner in the centre, by 
enabling them to create and maintain a personal presence, so that students, over 
time, may develop a stronger sense of a professional identity as a student of human-
istic informatics – not only through participation in project groups, but also rather 
through engaging in a variety of settings (inside and outside of the university) and 
across different levels of social aggregation. Therefore, an aim is to support the 
individual students’ creation of personal learning trajectories, where they can 
 connect to communities, networks and resources of their own interest, while simul-
taneously belonging to smaller project groups and communities (such as a semester) 
as places to make sense of the diversity of experiences and resources. 

 We feel that connectivist principles and lines of thinking are valuable additions 
to our existing organisations of learning, but we would equally argue that there are 
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some values in more collaborative orchestrations of learning, which we should 
retain. Connectivism provides an interesting and fresh view on how knowledge 
 artefacts fl ow in complex social or personalised networks – particularly at levels of 
aggregation outside the exclusive control of the individual (the collective), and in 
the intersections between multiple contexts. This is a relatively uncharted area, as 
many studies within CSCL and networked learning concern, e.g. a particular course 
or a relatively well-defi ned network of participants. In this sense the notion of con-
nectivism highlights the value of weak ties, which is also increasingly being explored 
within networked learning. However, while connectivism provides us with a sense 
of how updated content might fl ow in complex variably tied and scaled networks, it 
leaves us with few, or unclear, analytical and theoretical notions in terms of how 
people make sense of and use these resources in actual practice. In this regard, the 
research areas of networked learning and CSCL have much to offer in terms of 
understanding and analysing how people in variably scaled networks, whether 
strongly or weakly tied, make sense of, negotiate and critically refl ect on “updated 
content” in order to create knowledge and learning. 

 In this way, we think that a fruitful avenue for research and networked learning 
practices lies in exploring diverse orchestrations of learning arrangements, by main-
taining an openness and variance in terms of the types of connections, relations and 
interdependencies we promote.   

   Concluding Remarks 

 While the mainstream interpretations of web 2.0 highlight terms such as “social,” 
“learner centred” and “collaborative,” our purpose has been to identify and make 
visible the subtle differences glossed over by such generic terms. 

 We have argued that there are some underlying theoretical differences in how 
various perspectives, such as connectivism and networked learning perceive rela-
tions between the individual and the social, and how they view cognition and learn-
ing. In relation to this, we have raised some critical, more theoretically oriented 
questions concerning the notion of connectivism, and while we believe there are 
some valuable insights in connectivism, we also have some reservations or uncer-
tainties in relation to the underlying theoretical perspective. Most importantly we 
are unsure whether concepts such as “communities,” “negotiation of meaning,” 
“dialogues,” “groups,” “social practice” and “collaboration” are glossed over and 
forgotten. We are concerned whether notions of networks as separate self-organising 
cognitive elements, and the strong focus on the fl ow of (updated) knowledge content 
renders the processes by which these objects are produced invisible. This, in our 
view, would severely understate the importance of dialogues, negotiation of mean-
ing, regulations, social practices and physical, bodily interaction with digital and 
analogue resources. In addition, we ask whether the relatively radical individualist 
focus is in danger of overlooking positive aspects of collaborative or communal 
learning processes. 
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 Such underlying differences in perspective can lead to different preferences in 
terms of interactional dependencies (e.g. collaborative, cooperative or more indi-
vidualised learning strategies), but also in terms of how various levels of social 
aggregation (groups, networks and collectives) might be promoted, valued or 
enacted in particular organisations for networked learning. We believe that the 
emergence of more dispersed networked technologies and “collective” or “connec-
tive” patterns of interaction hold interesting opportunities for expanding existing 
designs for, e.g. project and problem-oriented pedagogy or collaborative learning – 
but without excluding the value of more tightly knitted interactional dependencies. 

 Following from this, networked learning environments can be designed and 
shaped in different ways depending on the underlying view of cognition, learning 
and types of interactional dependencies preferred. They can be designed as constel-
lations of technologies where the individuals freely form and control their learning 
processes by connecting to others for inspiration or resources across the various 
levels of aggregation. However, learning environments can equally be designed as 
platforms for strongly tied collaborative work and dependencies with a greater level 
of transparency between the groups and between the groups and external resources 
and materials. 

 In this way, we would not argue that “networked individualism” or notions of 
PLEs necessarily leads to or encourage more individualised, consumer-oriented 
provisions of education. However, we feel that we should remain conscious of the 
more subtle ways in which we understand ideas such as collaboration, participation 
and connections in our designs for networked learning arrangements. In particular, 
as different theories and perspectives that (perhaps) underpin our designs might 
encompass, invoke or promote certain interactional dependencies and underlying 
views of the relations between individuals.      
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    Introduction 

 A tradition of discourse in learning communities goes back to the earliest efforts at 
online education (Feenberg  1993 ; Hiltz  1986  ) . Following this tradition, asynchro-
nous learning networks were envisioned as “networks” not only in the technological 
sense, but also in the social sense: networked learners were seen as resources to 
support each others’ learning (Mayadas  1997  ) . Networked learning has several 
advantages. A feeling of social belonging improves students’ online learning experience 
(Wegerif  1998  ) , and with proper scaffolding, learners can engage together in con-
structing their knowledge (Aviv et al.  2003 ; Hansen et al.  1999  ) . Likewise, our 
approach to university level education values students building on each others’ 
work and seeks to build a sense of community that transcends individual courses. 
We support overlapping learning communities consisting of graduate level programs 
in a Department of Information and Computer Sciences, and an interdisciplinary 
Communication and Information Sciences PhD program. Students and faculty in 
these programs participate in multiple nested and overlapping groups and are 
members of a larger community. 

 Yet, this reality is not well supported by some online learning environments. As 
they were implemented in our institutional context when this work commenced, 
systems such as WebCT and Blackboard isolated students from each other. Students 
encountered materials and each other in individual course contexts, but the software 
was not designed for group collaboration. This “silo” approach (isolating classes) is 
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somewhat intentional: institutions need to restrict access to tuition-paying students, 
and some pedagogical approaches rely on controlling the order in which information 
is revealed to the student, viewing building on others’ work as a form of “cheating.” 
Unfortunately, the silo approach can inhibit pedagogical approaches that can be 
conducive to learning, such as collaborative learning (Dillenbourg  1999 ; Webb and 
Palincsar  1996  ) , apprenticeships (Lave and Wenger  1991  ) , and interdisciplinary or 
transdisciplinary collaborations (Derry and Fischer  2005  ) . 

 In response to this need, we designed a software environment, disCourse, to 
support individual courses while also allowing for serendipitous discovery of 
other persons, ideas, and resources in the larger virtual community. We are now 
studying ways in which participants benefi t from persons and resources in contexts 
other than the original course to which they were assigned, and how the various 
digital media available in our software support such forms of networked learning. 
This chapter reports an analysis addressing these questions. We begin with a discussion 
of the theoretical concept of  bridging socio-technical capital  and its relationship to 
our software environment. Then we describe a method for empirical estimation of 
the potential for bridging socio-technical capital by analyzing log fi les. The rest of the 
chapter applies this method to one of our learning environments and reports 
the results of this analysis and its implications.  

   Background 

 This section defi nes the primary theoretical concept of this chapter and describes 
the software environment that is the source of the data. 

   Bridging Socio-technical Capital 

 Long before the recent Web 2.0 explosion of “social networks” as a specifi c genre 
of software application, researchers have studied social networks as a phenomenon 
in face-to-face settings (Freeman  2004  ) , and later in online environments such as 
scientifi c collaboratories (Council  1993 ; Kling et al.  2000  )  and online learning 
(Barab et al.  2004 ; Rekkedal and Paulsen  1989 ; Renninger and Shumar  2002  ) . 
Participants often come to such online environments for an instrumental purpose, 
for example, to participate in a course or professional activities. This instrumental 
purpose may only require interacting with a prescribed group of people, but the 
presence of others in the online environment offers further and perhaps unforeseen 
opportunities. 

  Bridging  (Granovetter  1973 ; Simmel  1971  )  or  boundary spanning  (Levina and 
Vaast  2005  )  between these instrumental groups can help realize the potential syn-
ergy of the larger social network. (Some literatures defi ne “bridging” and “bound-
ary spanning” in terms of membership in two or more groups. In this chapter, 
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we use the terms synonymously for contacts made outside of one’s assigned groups, 
to be explained). Computer-mediated communication enables each person to partici-
pate in a much larger number of casual relationships or “weak ties” than is possible 
through face-to-face interaction (Donath and Boyd  2004  ) . A network of weak ties 
provides access to more potential collaborators and novel information beyond what 
is available in one’s immediate strong tie circles (Granovetter  1973  ) . Putnam  (  2000  )  
calls these resources for potential action  bridging social capital . Properly designed 
social technologies increase this kind of social capital. Since the capital in socio-
technical networks partially resides in how the technology enables the social network, 
Resnick  (  2002  )  refers to it as  socio-technical capital . 

 Combining these ideas, we have designed for  bridging socio-technical capital  in 
two learning-related applications: one for teacher professional development and 
another for university level education. In these online environments, a number of 
people who may have something in common are participating in task-specifi c work-
spaces that are embedded in a shared virtual space. Our objective is to design this 
space to offer affordances for the sharing of something of value between participants 
beyond the specifi c instrumental objectives that brought them to the workspaces 
(e.g., professional development activities or taking a course).  

   Prometheus and disCourse 

 The software environment studied was fi rst developed in the context of a technology-
supported systemic reform effort called Hawai‘i Networked Learning Communities 
(HNLC). Our objective was to improve Science, Math, and Technology education in 
rural schools of Hawai‘i with a program of professional development, supported by 
a “virtual community center,” HNLC.org, that was intended to enable teachers to 
reach both human and digital resources across geographic and institutional barriers 
(Suthers et al.  2004 ; Suthers et al.  2007  ) . As the project matured, we developed a 
“community of refl ective practitioners” approach to professional development 
(Yukawa et al.  2007  ) . Recognizing that school teams can benefi t from the state-wide 
community, we designed to support “transcendent communities” or the discovery of 
value in the larger network that forms by embedding smaller groups with well-
defi ned purposes in a common space (Joseph et al.  2007 ; Suthers et al.  2004  ) . 
Realizing that the community-oriented nature of HNLC.org also suited our approach 
to university education, our team generalized the software to a code base called 
 Prometheus , and used this to implement the present HNLC.org (teacher community) 
and disCourse (university community) instances, as well as other instances. 
Prometheus was written by Sam Joseph in Ruby on Rails, based on designs by Viil 
Lid. Prometheus is not related to the open source project suppressed by Blackboard. 

 A Prometheus instance contains the following resources for collaboration and 
community. (Taken individually, these features are now found in various courseware 
and social networking environments, but their combination is less common in 
courseware environments). Any user, without logging in, can access  stories  that are 
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posted on the home page. When a story is posted, all members receive an email 
notifi cation. The general public can also access a database of searchable metadata 
on web-based  resources . When new resources are created by a community member 
and made public, they also appear on the home page on a recent resources list. This 
also helps the public as well as the members become aware of the topics of interest 
to the community and relevant documents. Logging in, a registered user has addi-
tional access to member profi les, discussions, and workspaces. Contributions such 
as messages, resources, and stories are tagged by a link to the  profi le  of the person 
who posted them, enabling members to learn more about persons who may have 
similar interests. Member profi les provide contact information and link to each 
member’s workspaces and discussion postings.  Discussions  are web-based threaded 
discussions, displayed in context to facilitate referencing: one can open up multiple 
subthreads at the same time on one page and compose one’s reply in this context. 
Discussion postings include a link to the member profi le of the author as well as a 
record of who has read the message.  Workspaces  include many of the other available 
resources of the environment and add a few features (Fig.  4.1 ). The intention is to 
collect in one place everything a workgroup (e.g., class or teacher team) is using to 
support its work. Each workspace has a main area in which the current object being 
viewed or edited is displayed, plus various tools and resources listed on the left and 
right-hand sides. The items accessible on the sides and displayable in the main area 
include wiki pages, discussions, participant profi les, resources and uploaded fi les 
(both in the resource database), a synchronous chat tool, and links to subworkspaces 
(“sections”). Wiki pages and discussions are paired (center of Fig.  4.1 ): each wiki 
page can have a discussion attached to it where participants can discuss the contents 

  Fig. 4.1    A disCourse workspace       
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of the wiki page as they edit it, and each discussion can have a wiki page at the 
top for stating the purpose of the discussion, posing questions, summarizing con-
clusions, etc. In either case, the motivation is “artifact centered discussion”: learning 
and work often require coordinated talk about artifacts (objects or documents) 
while also modifying them (Suthers  2001  ) .  

 In summary, the digital mediators by which users may fi nd value in the larger 
social network include lists of recently contributed resources and recently active 
workspaces and discussions on the home page; lists and tabs under which one may 
browse and search available discussions, resources and workspaces; and links from 
artifacts to contributing and reading members.   

   Method 

 The analysis reported in this chapter addressed the following research questions: 
(1) To what extent do people who come to the online environment fi nd potential 
value that derives from the presence or products of others outside the workspace in 
which they pursue their instrumental objectives? That is, do we see evidence that 
the environment provides bridging socio-technical capital? (2) By what techno-
logical mediators do they fi nd this value that we might strengthen and exploit 
 further? What potential mediators are underutilized? A “mediator” can be any digi-
tal artifact that is written and read by participants, such as discussions, profi les, 
resources, and wikis. 

 Our method is based on automated analysis of log fi les. Below we discuss how 
we translate the concept of bridging socio-technical capital into a measurable proxy, 
namely access to digital artifacts derived from the presence of others. 

   Operationalizing Potential Value 

 Our analysis is based on the simplifying assumption that a digital artifact has  poten-
tially  offered someone value if that person has accessed it. Specifi cally, we consider 
four kinds of digital artifacts that may be created by one person and accessed by 
another: discussions, resources (uploaded fi les and meta-data on external web 
pages), user profi les, and wiki pages. The normal use of each of these artifacts is to 
read and post discussion messages, view and post resources, view user profi les, and 
read and edit wiki pages. If a person does one of these things, then we credit the 
associated artifact with having potentially provided value. This defi nition is clearly 
inadequate with respect to whether the individual involved actually felt that they 
were gaining value or actually did gain value by some measure, but it is not feasible 
to interview participants at the scale of this study, nor is it plausible that they would 
remember every access event let alone provide accurate quantifi cations of value 
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comparable across participants. For purposes of characterizing the potential of open 
environments and comparing the relative roles of different media, access events 
provide an  upper bound  on potential value, as participants could not have gained 
value directly from artifacts they did not access. 

 Since we are concerned with  socio -technical capital, we need to restrict con-
sideration to artifacts that derive from the presence of others in the social envi-
ronment. Specifi cally, we consider four kinds of digital artifacts that may be 
created by one person and accessed by another: discussions, resources, user pro-
fi les, and wiki pages. The analysis reported here operationalizes potential value 
as follows: one potentially gets socially derived value by accessing a discussion 
if others have posted to the same discussion; accessing a resource that someone 
else has provided; accessing a wiki if others have edited it; and by accessing 
someone else’s profi le.  

   Capturing Artifact-Mediated Associations in Associograms 

 A simple yet powerful way to capture, structurally as well as quantitatively, the 
relationships that derive from participation in a social space is through  sociograms : 
graphs in which vertices are persons and edges are “ties” between persons (Scott 
 1988 ; Wasserman and Faust  1994  ) . Social network analysis is traditionally con-
cerned with interpersonal ties between persons. Since we are concerned with socio-
 technical  capital and with the mediating role of digital artifacts, we treat technological 
artifacts as “actants” (Latour  2005  )  that can participate in ties just as persons can. 
We call these ties “associations” to emphasize that they do not require (and we do 
not assume) that there is an interpersonal relationship between the persons involved: 
people can share socio-technical capital via their mutual involvement in an artifact 
without necessarily knowing each other. For example, when one user accesses a 
digital resource or artifact provided by another person, the traditional approach 
might say that there is a tie between the two persons, and create a sociogram that has 
an edge between vertices representing those persons.   However, since we are con-
cerned with socio-technical capital rather than interpersonal relationships, we rep-
resent the association between persons as mediated by the artifact, with arcs from 
person to artifact to person. Networks of such associations are bipartite graphs, a 
type of affi liation network. The edges are directed arcs to indicate direction of con-
tingency (Suthers et al.  2010  ) : an arc from an artifact to a person indicates that the 
person has created the artifact; and an arc from a person to an artifact indicates that 
the person has accessed the artifact. Thus, an association between two persons is 
represented by a path of two arcs passing via an artifact. We call these actor–artifact 
graphs “associograms” to distinguish them from sociograms. Figure  4.2  shows a 
simple example. The two-arc pathway shown represents a mediated association. 
Resource 13 is contingent on user 14 (its creator), and user 12 is contingent on the 
resource by virtue of accessing it. The dotted line indicates a spontaneous associa-
tion, discussed next.   
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   Spontaneous Associations 

 Recall that our fi rst research question asks to what extent participants fi nd potential 
value  outside  of the contexts in which they pursue their instrumental objectives. 
Therefore, we want to identify socio-technical capital gained beyond mutual partici-
pation in a class or other task-oriented contexts. We make the following distinction. 
Associations arising between users participating in a workspace to which they were 
assigned are called  assigned associations . These associations are very typical and 
are expected to arise between users because of their assignment to a shared work-
space. Associations arising outside such assigned workspaces are called  spontane-
ous associations.  Spontaneous associations are the primary metric of interest in this 
study, as they are indicators of what has been gained by placing instrumental work-
spaces in an open community setting. 

 Since we are analyzing data from disCourse, in which participation is primar-
ily driven by university courses, we conduct our analysis on a semester basis. 
Students are assigned to a class workspace at the beginning of the semester. 
Associations due to interactions between members within these workspaces can-
not be considered the basis for bridging socio-technical capital; as such associa-
tions could be dictated by classroom requirements. Since subworkspaces of class 
workspaces are sometimes created throughout the semester, co-membership is 
inherited from parent workspaces. Our analysis seeks out associations that take 
place either between two people who were not assigned to the same workspace in 
the fi rst 2 weeks of the semester, or who were but the mediating artifact is situated 
outside of their mutual workspace, so potentially involves an association unre-
lated to their class work. These associations indicate bridging socio-technical 
capital that would not have been obtained in a silo approach to online learning.  

   Sample 

 We analyzed data from four academic semesters (fall 2007, spring 2008, fall 2008, 
and spring 2009) to search for spontaneous artifact-mediated associations between 
disCourse users. All users of disCourse and their artifacts were included in the anal-
ysis. Users include graduate and undergraduate students, faculty, and a small num-
ber of others associated with one of our fi ve degree programs. Workspaces exist for 
courses, research projects, individual projects, degree program materials, and spe-
cial interest topics.  

  Fig. 4.2    An associogram        
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   Procedure 

 Prometheus servers log events in a MySQL database. These log entries were 
transformed and fi ltered using operations similar to those of exploratory sequential 
data analysis (Sanderson and Fisher  1994  ) . For a given artifact type (discussion, 
resource, user profi le, or wiki page), the analysis proceeded as follows. First, we 
selected all events in which any user accessed any instance of the given artifact type 
at any time. We further constrained these events to the time period in question (the 
semester being analyzed). Joins with other database tables determined the creator of 
the artifact and the workspace, if any, that the artifact belonged to. Further computa-
tion determined whether the accessing user belonged to that workspace or one of its 
parent workspaces, and if so, when the user joined that workspace. The accessing 
and originating users were considered as having an assigned association if they 
were both members of the workspace or a parent workspace containing the artifact 
in the fi rst 2 weeks of the semester, and as having a spontaneous association other-
wise. The frequency counts reported in the results section are counts of the number 
of accessor–artifact pairs in the resulting associogram, visualized as the dotted 
arrow in Fig.  4.2 . (There could be multiple accessor–artifact pairs for one artifact–
originator pair such as the solid line R13-U14 because many users can access an 
artifact created by one user). We report both total number of accessor–artifact pairs 
and the number of those that are due to spontaneous associations. In either case, the 
resulting set of accessor–artifact–originator triplets were visualized in associograms 
for our inspection. Finally, we manually examined the artifacts and profi les of users 
involved in about half the bridging events in order to characterize the apparent 
nature of the events (i.e., apply our judgment concerning what the users appeared to 
be doing). 

 The present analysis improves on and extends a preliminary analysis reported 
in Suthers et al.  (  2009  )  as follows. First, the present analysis includes more recent 
usage data. Second, the prior analysis included false positives generated when 
subworkspaces were created after the fi rst 2 weeks of a semester, while the present 
analysis climbs the workspace containment hierarchy to check for co-membership 
in a parent workspace. Third, while the prior analysis relied on inspection of 
network visualizations, the present analysis provides quantitative summaries of the 
proportion of bridging to overall activity. Fourth, while the prior analysis used ad 
hoc methods, the present analysis uses prototypes of tools based on an analytic 
framework we are developing (Suthers et al.  2010 ; Suthers and Rosen  2011  ) .   

   Results and Discussion 

 The quantitative results are summarized in Table  4.1 . The “SA” column shows counts 
for spontaneous associations, enabling a quantitative comparison of bridging activity 
(access to potential additional value provided by the open learning environment) 
mediated by each of the artifact types. The “Total” column includes both spontaneous 
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   Table 4.1       Quantitative results of artifact-mediated associations   

 Sem.  SA  Total  % S/T  Sem.  SA  Total  % S/T  Avg SA  Avg Total  Avg % S/T 

 D  F 07  232  4,884  4.8  F 08  218  2,903  7.5  216  3,411  6.3 
 S 08  192  3,406  5.6  S 09  221  2,449  9.0 

 P  F 07  477  1,103  43.2  F 08  288  924  31.2  305  877  34.8 
 S 08  235  788  29.8  S 09  219  692  31.6 

 R  F 07  48  139  34.5  F 08  45  273  16.5  54  168  32.1 
 S 08  93  139  66.9  S 09  30  122  24.6 

 W  F 07  115  8,919  1.3  F 08  32  5,723  0.6  63  6,432  1.0 
 S 08  93  5,924  1.6  S 09  10  5,163  0.2 

   D  discussions,  P  profi les,  R  resources,  W  wiki pages  

and assigned associations, providing a measure of overall level of activity for the 
indicated artifact type. The ratio of the two, “%S/T,” indicates what percentage of 
the total activity constitutes bridging activity. Values are shown for each semester, 
and the averages across semesters are shown in the right-hand columns.  

 Comparing the semesters, relative magnitudes of activity are consistent across 
the semesters, but the overall levels drop off in the spring semester. This may be an 
artifact of variation in instructor practices across courses, or due to increased activity 
by new students exploring a novel environment for the fi rst time in the fall. Ranking 
the artifact types by the total level of activity, wiki pages (average of 6,432 accesses 
per semester) have the most activity, followed by discussions (3,411), profi le views 
(877), and resource access (168). This provides an indication of the importance, by 
frequency of access, of each artifact type to the online activity of students in this 
environment. But the ranking differs according to spontaneous association counts: 
Profi les (305) account for the most bridging events, followed by discussions (216), 
wiki pages (63), and resources (54). Those artifact types that receive the most 
activity have the lowest percentage of bridging events: the ranking by percentages 
is profi les (34.8%), resources (32.1%), discussions (6.3%), and wiki pages (1.0%). 
Examination of individual events and their artifacts shows that students are viewing 
class materials in classes that they are not enrolled in. Many of these spontaneous 
associations cross between the Information and Computer Sciences and 
Communication and Information Sciences degree programs. We discuss each 
artifact type in further detail below. 

   Discussions and Wiki Pages 

 The majority of the activity of participants in this environment takes place in discus-
sions and wikis: they are important resources for the work being done. This result can 
be understood in terms of how the properties of these media are appropriated in prac-
tice. Both media are  mutable : normal use of a discussion and wiki page might involve 
posting or editing activities, respectively, in contrast to profi les and resources, which 
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are modifi ed infrequently and typically used primarily by reading them. Students are 
often expected to participate in discussions, and the content of discussions changes 
over time, motivating repeated access. Wiki pages may be used for dissemination of 
information to students, in which case only the instructor is expected to edit them, 
but in this case students may access them regularly for information; and some 
students edit the wiki pages associated with their project and dissertation work. 

 Examining the percentage of activity that bridges across instrumental work-
spaces, we fi nd that discussions and wiki pages have dramatically low percentages 
(6.3 and 1.0%, respectively). This fi nding could be dismissed as merely due to these 
media’s effectiveness in supporting task-oriented activity within the workspaces, 
the high total counts resulting in a large denominator, but from the perspective of 
bridging socio-technical capital it is clear that there is unrealized potential. The 
explanation is straightforward: discussions and especially wiki pages exist primarily 
within workspace contexts, so bridging events would take place only if a user enters 
a workspace he or she was not a member of. The exception is a small number of 
discussions that belong to either no workspace or multiple workspaces. (One user 
with system level privileges had linked discussions to multiple workspaces in an 
effort to foster continuity of a seminar across semesters). This fi nding indicates that 
the potential value of discussions and wiki pages for other users would be better 
realized if we fi gured out ways to make them visible and accessible outside of their 
workspace contexts.  

   Profi les and Resources 

 Unlike discussions and wikis,  user profi les and resources  are more accessible outside 
of workspaces. When new resources are posted and made public, they are listed on 
a “new resources” list on the home page. There is also a resources page by which 
one may search for resources. Also, most artifacts have a user name associated (e.g., 
message poster; last editor of a wiki) that is linked to the user’s profi le, and one can 
also use the membership page to search for and view others’ profi les. Therefore, 
even though the total number of accesses to these artifact types was lower, a greater 
percentage of associations mediated by these two kinds of artifacts bridged instru-
mental contexts. Some of the profi le views are between persons who are in the same 
class; however, a large portion of the profi le views occurs outside of class work-
spaces. This activity suggests that disCourse users are utilizing profi les, and discov-
ering users from groups that are external to their own. Many resources are not linked 
to any particular workspace and would not be seen in a user’s regular daily naviga-
tion, and yet users are viewing these unlinked artifacts. This may be because the 
home page displays a list of recently added resources. Also, although the site-wide 
search facility searches all artifact types, profi les resources, and discussions have 
their own dedicated tabs for browsing and searching.  
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   Summary 

 Results show that there is appreciable bridging in disCourse across classes and 
programs, but the types of artifacts studied play different roles in mediating 
socio-technical capital as measured by bridging or spontaneous associations. While 
there is much more activity within wikis and discussions, it appears as though little of 
that activity helps users expand beyond their instrumental contexts. Meanwhile, an 
appreciable percentage of access to profi les and resources (about a third) are bridging 
events, but these artifacts support fewer associations, which limits their contribution to 
bridging socio-technical capital. Discussions and wikis encourage interaction 
between users that profi les and resources do not. Ideally, we would like to design 
media that combine the positive attributes of each to have high levels of unsolicited 
bridging activity. For example, the present results suggest making all artifact types 
accessible outside of workspaces, and making all of them “discussable” for ubiqui-
tous interaction. Specifi cally, discussion facilities could be associated with profi les 
and resources.   

   Conclusions 

 The analysis reported in this chapter examined the extent to which people who 
come to the online environment for instrumental objectives such as taking a course 
encounter persons or products of others from outside their course workspace. 
Various digital media available in an online learning environment – discussions, 
resources, user profi les, and wiki pages – were compared in terms of how they support 
these encounters. Addressing our fi rst research question, the results indicate that 
users are accessing potential value (as measured by their initiative in modifying and 
viewing digital artifacts) outside the workspace context that meets their instrumen-
tal objectives in using the environment (taking a class). Since the potential value is 
mediated by digital artifacts provided by others outside of the class workspace con-
text, we have evidence for  bridging socio-technical capital . The implication for 
networked learning is that students can benefi t from the presence of others if educa-
tional activities are conducted in digital environments that are embedded in a larger 
community space, rather than isolated from each other. 

 Yet, not all media are equal and there is room for improvement. Turning to our 
second research question, we found that in our current design the greatest potential 
for bridging socio-technical capital in terms of sheer number of bridging events 
observed is via discussions and profi les, while the greatest potential in terms of 
percentage of bridging events lies in profi les and resources. To take advantage of 
these vectors for social capital, we should make profi les and resources visible wherever 
they are relevant. We should also examine what users are  doing  with the artifacts 
they encounter, and consider adding more options for activity (e.g., personal 
messaging) that further realize the potential for socio-technical capital. 
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 It is not surprising that wiki pages did not bridge between class contexts, as 
these artifacts are created and encountered within workspaces, and one typically 
must have membership in the workspace to write to or edit these artifacts – e.g. be 
members of a class. Discussions are also most often encountered via workspaces, 
although not necessarily: one can enter discussions from the home page or from 
email notifi cations of discussion activity. The present results suggest that we need 
to fi nd ways to make users aware of relevant discussions and especially wikis 
outside their primary workspaces, and increase opportunities for participation in 
these media. 

 A number of simplifi cations were deliberately made in this analysis to enable us 
to compute estimates of bridging socio-technical capital from log fi les. Limitations 
of the analysis point to several directions for future work. Associations can be mea-
sured at multiple granularities. For this initial analysis, we have chosen to count 
each person’s access to a given artifact just once. A more sensitive measure might 
be obtained by counting each person’s access to the artifact every time someone has 
modifi ed the artifact since the previous access, as there may be new value in the 
modifi ed artifact. We could also count all access events even if the artifact has not 
changed under the reasoning that a user returns to artifacts that offer more value. 
Another direction for future work is to “ground truth” the log fi le analysis. Interviews 
could be conducted to obtain participants’ retrospective impressions of what they 
fi nd valuable in this environment and to check our interpretations against these 
impressions. This would help improve and increase our trust in the results produced 
computationally from log fi les. Further work can identify the kinds of associations 
that are taking place via the technological environment that facilitate generation and 
spread of ideas, lead to face-to-face relationships, or form the basis for the develop-
ment of students’ professional identities.      
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    Introduction 

 It has been argued that processes of participatory culture (Jenkins  2006 ; Bruns  2008  ) , 
afforded by social media and technologies are beginning to blur the boundaries 
between creative production and consumption, and open up novel, public spaces 
for, and styles of, networked learning; social spaces that promote “communities of 
enquiry”, collaborative knowledge building, and shared assets (e.g. interests, goals, 
contents, ideas, see Alexander  2008 ; Anderson  2007 ; Downes  2005  ) . Nonetheless, 
empirical evidence on the application of such technologies for supporting teaching 
and learning in higher education contexts is only slowly emerging. 

 This chapter explores these concepts in the context of analysis of emergent 
patterns of behaviour and activity in a new social networking site for education: 
Cloudworks. Cloudworks is a specialised network, and a public space for aggregat-
ing and sharing resources and exchanging ideas about the scholarship and practice 
of teaching and learning. It begins with an overview of the site, and the initial theo-
retical underpinnings that informed its design, and then briefl y describes the activity 
patterns we are seeing emerge as use of the site evolves. We argue that these patterns 
of behaviour require further theorising to locate the site in current socio-cultural 
thinking. We connect the notions of self-representation and collective intelligence 
that have been used to analyse performance and expression in social media/net-
worked cultures with dimensions of expansive learning, and explore the nuances of 
mediated networked learning in this open space. We explore not only how connec-
tions and interactions are built within Cloudworks (for a given time, or a given 
purpose, or serendipitously), but also, how the connections and the interactions with 
materials and resources – and among people and things – are  expressed , what the 
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communicative or discursive dimensions of such expressions might be, and how 
far they may indicate collective action and community building. We conclude by 
suggesting that analysis of social, networked media in an educational context can 
yield new insights into the future of networked learning. 

 The initial theoretical perspectives on which Cloudworks has been based 
have been focused around Engeström’s  (  2005  )  notion of “social objects” in social 
networking, and Bouman et al.  (  2007  )  framework for “sociality”. In this chapter, we 
introduce three additional frameworks and demonstrate how they are helping us 
with our preliminary analyses of emerging activities on the site, and in particular the 
insights they provide into the dialogic interchanges and structures of involvement 
within the site. The fi rst is the notion of collective intelligence (Lévy  1997 ,  2001 ; 
Jenkins  2006  ) . The second framework stems from Ervin Goffman’s notions of 
“face-work” and “ritual performance”  (  1955,   1963  ) , and the third from a strand of 
activity theory, relating to expansive learning (Engeström  2001 ;    Griffi ths and Guile 
 2001 ). For the purpose of this chapter, we present case studies in the form of narra-
tive examples from just two of the many emerging patterns of activity and involvement 
within the site, namely, “Debates” and “Enquiries and advice”. 

 We argue that these perspectives are useful in studying networked sociality 
bounded in the context of learning, with wider implications for participation, self-
representation, and openness in a higher education context. We contextualise emerg-
ing fi ndings through this analytical lens, and aim to offer insights that will shape the 
agenda for conducting further research on the study of interaction, socialisation and 
sharing within Cloudworks specifi cally, and research in networked learning in 
general. We conclude with the implications such analyses may have for “ productive 
learning in networked environments ” (Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2009 : 1).  

   Cloudworks Overview 

 Cloudworks (  http://cloudworks.ac.uk    ) has been developed as part of the Open 
University Learning Design Initiative (  http://ouldi.open.ac.uk    ). An agile and responsive 
approach to the development of the site has been adopted across three design phases. 
Each phase has consisted of a series of design decisions, observation, data analysis 
and evaluation (Conole and Culver  2009  ) . 

 Cloudworks is a social networking site, which uses social media to provide a 
space for education professionals to share, discuss and fi nd learning and teaching 
ideas. The site combines practices such as sociality, sharing and co-creation com-
mon in social networking platforms, wikis and social media, with different forms of 
dialogue, debate and peer commenting. The site allows for a range of social functions, 
such as “tagging”, “favouriting”, RSS feeds, “follow and be followed”, and activity 
streams for different aspects of the site. Collectively, these features provide a range 
of routes through the site and enable users to collaboratively improve Clouds in a 
number of ways. Unlike many professional social networking spaces, the site is 
entirely open and object-centred. We argue that these factors help to enable transient 
but repeated and focused collaborative activity within, across and between groups 
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from more established Communities of Practice, around events, ideas, designs and 
questions. The core objects in the site are “Clouds” which provide a space for 
anything to do with learning and teaching. The functionality of a Cloud is extensive: 
Clouds can act like blogs, in that material can be added to appear as series of 
sequential entries; users can post comments as they would in a discussion forum, 
and Clouds also enable aggregation and embedding of resources such as links, videos, 
slideshows, images, documents and academic references, The site’s inter-connectivity 
with other channels of Web-communication (particularly Twitter and blogs) has 
pushed the dimensions of serendipity and association to create opportunities for 
self-oriented as well as collective aspects of engagement. Indeed, as functionality 
has been developed to complement blended communicative practices in residential 
events (such as workshops, seminars and conferences), more examples of activity 
have emerged, pointing to self-actualisation through archiving of interpretations, 
citations, and personal refl ections (   Figs.  5.1  and  5.2 ).   

  Fig. 5.1    Cloudworks homepage featuring streamed and evolving activity (most active Clouds on 
the  right , featured Cloudscapes at the  top , popular Clouds/Cloudscapes  below , and events listings 
 below  and  left )       
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 Clouds can be grouped into clusters of interest called Cloudscapes. These might 
be around a particular event such as a workshop or conference, or a Community of 
Interest such as a course team or student cohort, or around a topic such as a research 
theme or project. As of October 2010, the site contained 3,358 registered users, ca. 
58,000 “absolute unique” visitors (i.e. distinct IP addresses) from 176 countries. 
   Table  5.1  summarises the patterns of activity pointing to types of uses as they 
evolved over time and through the added functionalities.   

  Fig. 5.2    Screen shot of a Cloud aggregating video, images, discussion, links and references       
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   Table 5.1    Core patterns of activity and evolutionary trajectories   
 Core types of activity  Evolutionary trajectories in use/activity 

 Events (supported and serendipitous) 
 Workshops 
 Conferences 
 Virtual seminars/conventions 

 Increased number of requests to the Cloudworks team for 
setting up pre-designed spaces for events (from 
Summer 2009) 

 A richer record of events in relation to (a) embedding 
chapters and presentations; (b) audience responses and 
dialogic interchanges (back-channels) 

 Increased number of users setting up ad-hoc spaces for 
back-channel activities (from Autumn 2009) 

 Audience/interest group targeted 
Cloudscapes for specifi c research 
idea/project or teaching topics 
and pedagogies 

 Increased numbers of users outside of the team contributing 
to the site (71% of Cloudscapes, 79.2% of Clouds and 
89.7% of comments in October 2010 were created by 
users other than the Cloudworks team) 

 Aggregation of topics with more followers; increased 
personalisation and projected topic-oriented sociality 
(from Autumn 2009) 

 Topic/Question oriented sociality  Essentially dialogic in nature – Clouds or Cloudscapes 
which raise questions and issues, and provide a shared 
space for users to discuss 

 A new pattern of activity sparking “fl ash debates” is 
evident from Summer 2009 

 Provocative questions and polling style activities – often 
transferred from the blogs and twitter – generate rich 
and immediate discussions 

 Aggregation – a record and focal point of discussions in a 
public space 

 “Open Research Reviews”  Researchers start posing their research questions and 
aggregating relevant resources, but also inviting others 
to contribute and discuss (Autumn, 2009) 

 Closed community activity in open 
spaces 

 Examples of emerging use of the open Cloudworks space 
for typically closed community activity such as 
agreeing agenda items and schedules for meetings, 
development of community targets, etc. (Summer 2010) 

   Theoretical Perspectives: From Objects to Situations 

 Having provided a brief description of the evolution of the site, this section describes 
some of the additional theoretical frameworks that we are exploring to enable us to 
further analyse the patterns of evident behaviour on the site as a public space for 
performance of self, and socialisation around shared interests. As outlined above we 
have deployed socio-cultural perspectives, drawing on ideas of mediation and 
activity theory for designing object oriented sociality (see Conole and Culver  2009 ; 
Bouman et al.  2007 ; Engeström  2005  ) . Drawing on    Wenger ( 1998 ) Bouman et al. 
 (  2007 : 14) argue that “a designer needs to create the mechanisms that allow users to 
tap into the collective wisdom and experience and use it for their own benefi t, learning 
processes and actualisation”. In order to facilitate the building of identity and 
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self-actualisation, the principles of information brokering and participation, or 
feedback and association, are proposed as core components in the design of social-
ity. While we adopted this approach to develop the mediating artefacts that structure 
the interface of the site, Ervin Goffman’s notions “facework” and “ritual perfor-
mance” – used to analyse behaviour in public spaces and widely deployed in the 
fi elds of computer meditated communication (CMC) – are useful for exploring the 
nature of conversational interaction, the networks of feedback and the sharing of 
guided exploration. These are important design parameters for Bouman et al. and 
Engeström, and useful to further contextualise behavioural patterns and dialogic 
interchanges within the site. Essentially, these notions capture and complement the 
exploration of core  processes  of cultural and semiotic mediation (cf. Hasan  2005  ) , 
as participants encounter each other in this public space. The idea of collective wisdom 
or collective intelligence is further discussed to connect patterns of interaction 
and situated learning practices around shared goals and intersecting discourses. 
The next three sections introduce these situated theoretical perspectives and are 
further contextualised through examples from activities and behaviour. 

   Collective Intelligence 

 In his seminal book entitled  Collective Intelligence , Pierre Lévy offers an analysis 
of the WWW instruments, such as hypertext (   1998: 155–157) to articulate a theo-
retical proposal regarding the ways humans can potentially share, collaborate 
over, and indeed, produce and reproduce knowledge ( 1997 : 215–216). The idea of 
a digital networked technology, that makes possible a shared or collective intelligence, 
originates from Wells  (  1938  )  and Bush  (  1945  ) ; it also echoes Engelbart’s  (  1962  )  
ideas and early designs of software that would build organisational capacity to 
“augment intellect” and enable the sharing of mental associations and collective 
thought around complex problems. For Lévy, collective intelligence:

  […] is a form of  universally distributed intelligence , constantly enhanced, coordinated in 
real time … The basis and goal of collective intelligence is the mutual recognition and 
enrichment of individuals  (  1997 : 13).   

 While the cognitive perceptions of the members of a knowledge/discourse com-
munity taken individually may be incomplete or inaccurate, together they form a 
trans-active and transitive memory system that shares domains of knowledge. This 
can restore the level of organicity that defi nes oral communities. The idea of collective 
intelligence as a social pool for mobilising the sharing of resources, perceptions and 
formal and informal knowledge(s) is also seen as an alternative source to the power 
of mainstream media; both in terms of interpretation and production (see Alevizou 
 2006  ) . Inspired by Lévy, Henry Jenkins, the new media and digital literacies scholar, 
argues that collective intelligence involves “consumption as a collective process” 
– a process that involves “learning to use that power through our day-to-day interactions 
with convergent culture” (Jenkins  2006 : 4). Most importantly, collective intelli-
gence is part of a new set of critical literacy skills for navigating and participating in 
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digital networked landscapes: participatory culture shifts the focus of literacy from 
one of individual expression to community involvement. The new literacies involve 
social skills developed through collaboration and networking, judgment, play, per-
formance (   Jenkins et al.  2006 ; Jenkins  2007  ) . 

 The idea of cultivating fl uency in relation to new forms and spaces of creative 
representation is a powerful one. For Lévy, collective intelligence can produce a 
public space that makes possible the representation and dynamic management of 
knowledge, with the ability to facilitate cognitive transcendence. He uses the  social 
dispersal of meaning  as a notion that emerges within, and makes possible, the evo-
lution of “cosmopaedia” a space for the dynamic management and representation of 
knowledge. Unlike earlier visions of global libraries or archives (see Wells  1938 ; 
Bush  1945 ), this space is highly dialogical and transgressive of its own boundaries. 
While Wikipedia is the ultimate example of volunteer labour mobilisation which 
collaboratively produces an encyclopaedia, folksonomies and collective annotations 
of resources (e.g. Delicious, Zotero, etc.) are examples that require minimal par-
ticipation. This shift to the social notion of knowledge emphasises the  processual  
and the expansive, rather than the idea of “ possession ”. The new modalities of social 
production of knowledge enabled by the combination of social software, digital 
media and peer collaboration offer new opportunities for encapsulating not the uni-
versal (global) ideal of enlightenment, but the local and particular relationships 
mobilised around networked learning (Alevizou  2006  ) .  

   Ritual Performances 

 One can argue that the intersections of self-representation with informational affairs 
in physical and mediated interaction, depicted in Goffman’s televisual insights, are 
being accentuated in a “Web 2.0” world; a world, where “travel” between the real 
and virtual, in time and through networks, come to structure domains of social life:

  Every person lives in a world of social encounters, involving him (sic) either in face-to-face 
or mediated contact with other participants. In each of these contacts, he tends to act out 
what is sometimes called a line –that is, a pattern of verbal and nonverbal acts by which he 
(sic) expresses his view of the situation and through this his evaluation of the participants, 
especially himself (sic) (Goffman  1967 : 5).   

 Goffman’s contributions to the study of everyday social life, and in particular the 
production of the self, and frames of experience, have been widely deployed in the 
fi eld of computer mediated communication [ranging historically from personal 
homepages, to blogs and social networking sites (SNS)], and organisational studies. 
In particular, Goffman’s notions of self-representation, ritual performance and anal-
yses of talk in public space are suitable for exploring interactive and dynamic 
aspects of communication. Recent studies in SNS that adopt Goffman’s ideas turn 
attention to the mediating framework of sites such as Facebook and MySpace and 
the possibilities that they offer for the presentation of the self. Continuing a tradition 
of CMC that examines the relationship between offl ine and online social life, and 
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the frames that shape and regulate it, recent research has explored how social 
networking sites have been fast established as prominent arenas where university 
students can become versed in “identity politics” (see Selwyn  2009  ) . Although the 
concepts of facework and impression management are linked with identity, this 
research focuses mostly on the dynamic and strategic aspect of communication, 
namely, sharing information, media artefacts and ideas. 

 The notion of social life as ritual is particularly relevant for contextualising 
relations in public spaces, to examine not only community formation within the site 
but also the random and serendipitous social routines and practices – territories of 
the self, supportive interchanges, remedial interchanges, tie-ins, and normal appearances – 
that can be used to instigate a conversation and maintain  coherence  (Goffman 1971 
in Branaman  1997 : 1xix).  

   Expansive Learning 

 Activity theory (AT) provides a useful unit of analysis for enabling a theoretical 
account of the constitutive elements of an object-oriented, collective, and culturally 
mediated activity system in all its complex interactions and relationships (   Engeström 
 1987 ). While the third generation of AT introduced the notions of dialogue, multiple 
perspectives, historicity and networks of interacting activity systems, Engeström 
 (  2001  )  expanded the framework further to account for  contradiction  as the driving 
force of change in activity, and expansive cycles as possible forms of transformation. 
Taking constellations of interacting activity systems as units of analysis to interro-
gate subjects, motivations, objects and modes of learning, Engeström developed a 
framework for expansive learning as a mode for researching inter-organisational 
learning. In the relatively long cycles of expansive learning, therefore, qualitative 
transformations, questioning and deviation from established norms sometimes esca-
late into a deliberate collective change effort. According to Engeström  (  2001 : 137), 
“a full cycle of expansive transformation may be understood as a collaborative jour-
ney through zone of proximal development of the activity.” 

 The framework offers a complementary perspective to the theories of learning 
against vertical processes, aimed at elevating humans towards higher levels of com-
petence. Drawing on the framework of expansive learning, Griffi ths and Guile elab-
orate on one of the main characteristics of boundary crossing as involving a process 
of  horizontal development . “Learners have to develop the capability to mediate 
between different forms of expertise and the demands of different contexts, rather 
than simply bringing their accumulated vertical knowledge and skill to bear on the 
new situation” ( 2003 : 61). Griffi ths and Guile distinguish between different types of 
boundary crossing:

    (a)    Carrying out a known activity in a new context.  
    (b)    “Individuals and groups using the problems which arise while undertaking a 

task as the basis for developing a new pattern of activity and new knowledge, 
poly-contextual knowledge, in a new context”.     
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 Extending Goodyear, Banks, Hodgson, and McConnell’s defi nition of networked 
learning  (  2004 : 1), Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  (  2009 : 1) draw out some concep-
tual developments that they argue help to bridge the gap between the potential of 
digital networks, and current educational practice, to explore the ways in which 
“productive learning” may take place in networked environments. Similarly, we 
seek to address this issue within networked learning and draw on the theoretical 
instruments and socio-cultural perspectives outlined above to connect notions of 
identity and performance, as well as expression and collective intelligence, within 
the site. We do not attempt to analyse the range of collaborative activities or contra-
dictions, confl icts and tensions that are involved in this kind of processual learning; 
rather, we question how, and how far, access to this specialised platform or public 
space promotes purposeful and productive social interaction, and facilitates collective 
intelligence. We argue that these activities can enable zones of proximal develop-
ment, frameworks for social interaction among individuals who connect not only to 
the knowledge of other specialists, peers and relational communities but also to 
their learning resources. 

 To address these fi elds we use a combination of methodologies ranging from 
virtual ethnography (Hine  2000  )  and refl ective logs, to interviews and focus groups, 
sociolinguistic analysis of multimodal discourse (   Bakhtin  1986 ; Holland et al.  1998 ; 
Kress and van Leeuwen  2001  )  and evaluation data collected in conferences and 
workshops.   

   Conceptual and Methodological Frameworks 

 Recently, we have been seeking to establish conceptual and methodological strategies 
that while informed by the theoretical frameworks we outlined above, also enable 
us to more systematically position transactions and emerging patterns of activity on 
the site so that we can more reliably evaluate these in relation to developing productive 
communities, professional knowledge and sustained participation (Galley et al.  2010 ; 
Alevizou et al.  2010 ). We have developed a framework to direct our inquiry and 
empirical investigation in relation to understanding the nature of communication 
and interaction among groups or individuals that are part of relational networks, and 
come together to discuss core themes in research and practices. The framework has 
been informed by a review of the online-communities literature and combines per-
spectives on CMC and facilitation/mentoring in online learning environments, and 
consists of four broad aspects or indicators, which appear to infl uence the develop-
ment of productive, participatory activity. We argue that the four aspects interlink 
and have a multiplicative effect on the others, in that if one is missing the others will 
be signifi cantly reduced; however, it is useful to consider them separately as lenses 
through which to view activity (   Fig.  5.3 ).  

 We have deployed perspectives from the upper left and bottom right quadrants to 
guide our observation logs and the data we analysed: fi rst,  participatory  modes of 
engagement are evident through repeated contributions and through the surfacing of 
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a core group of participants involved particularly in, and surrounding, specifi c 
Communities of Practice who develop and perform  identity  through refl ection and 
self-representation. Secondly, the creative capabilities among some of the partici-
pants, or facilitators – outside the core Cloudworks team – illustrate and ignite a 
sense of purpose, and a shared language and understanding of core themes in OER 
research, scholarship and practice. We have blended  cohesion  and  creative capacity  
to view not only whether the ways in which participants interact within a public 
space such as Cloudworks demonstrates a creative articulation of their respective 
professional identities, but also if cohesive exchanges exist in the discursive level to 
illustrate of shared understanding of core themes within educational scholarship or 
practice and the capacity to creatively discuss – if not necessarily resolve – persistent 
issues or practical problems. 

 We connect these three analytical dimensions with communication patterns in 
popular activities evident in the site, which are grouped according to the following 
(see Engeström  2007 ; Gratton  2007 ; Herring  2004 ; Rafaeli and Sudweeks  1997 ; 
Walzer  1997  ) :

    • Informational  (sharing of resources, links, annotations of presentations, live 
blogging, etc.).  
   • Practical  (sharing of practice or experience, fl ashpoints of interest).  
   • Social  (information modes of address, personal narratives, suggestions to 
recommendations), that lead or relate to:

   Discursive (affi rmations, welcome notes, supportive interchanges, humour  –
and word plays, etc.)  
  Deliberative (instigating debates, etc.)        –

  Fig. 5.3    Indicators of 
community [   Galley et al. 
(forthcoming)]       
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 Our research attempts to capture the framing effects of different channels of 
social media, and their intersections in the performance of sharing and talk. Goffman 
extended notions of symbolic interactionism to account for both the role of frames, 
occasions and associated semiotic codes and the capabilities of individuals to 
improvise creatively within these structures. This is particularly relevant to social 
media environments, where self-actualisation is also located in the ability of users 
to modify interfaces and re-enact the affordances of these. 

 The notion of frame, more specifi cally, could be considered as part of the function 
of mediation. It refers to the rules and conventions that Goffman perceives as part 
of the organisation of experience, which helps to defi ne a situation (Goffman  1974  ) . 
Participants within Cloudworks come to the site through a range of communicative 
spaces (Twitter, blogs, institutional sites, public and private mailing lists) and inter-
act in several physical and virtual spaces (e.g. workshops and conferences). While 
examining the detail of the media ecology that promotes “traffi c” and supports 
development within the site is beyond the scope of this chapter, here we would like 
to draw attention to possible approaches that could be used to analyse the ways in 
which participants frame their communication based on their perceived audience, 
contexts of interaction/contribution and the dynamics of specifi c situations. 

 In summary, our methodology has been developed to frame our investigations 
into the ways in which social media tools/technologies might mediate social rela-
tions enabling new modes of self- and collective-representation, with respect to 
communication, inquiry and sharing in the context of education.  

   Narrative Exploration of Cases 

 In this section we will introduce three narrative examples of practices that represent 
the perspectives outlined above (“Debates” and “Enquiry and Expert Advice”), 
analyse these using the methodology described, deploying data from observation 
logs informed by virtual ethnographic methods and a surface analysis of linguistic 
interchanges with regard to refl ection and feedback We are conscious that as partici-
pants in the network ourselves we will hold intrinsic biases, which are likely to 
impact on our analysis of activity and remain refl ective about this impact. 

   Debates 

 Flash points of interest aggregated through a particular question can be seen 
throughout the site, but are possibly most evident in activities that we have labelled 
“fl ash debates”. Flash debates began to appear on the site in September 2009, and 
are sparked from questions that aim to provoke. Most typically a range of com-
ments and activities will erupt almost immediately after initial postings, and will 
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cross a variety of different social networking platforms. The “Is Twitter Killing 
Blogging?” 1  Cloud is a particularly interesting example. The Cloud has had 1,321 
views, 49 rich and detailed comments, 20 links and 6 academic references 
(November 2010). Initially, a Cloud was set up in response to a tweet on 11th 
September 2009:

  ‘[@name] has set up a quick survey to ask people how using Twitter has impacted on how 
much they blog or not. The results are really interesting. XX is planning to do a more refl ec-
tive blog on this…’   

 The Cloud provided a link to the survey, and posed a series of simple questions 
around the topic. Almost immediately there was traffi c to the cloud and a rich dis-
cussion soon evolved, involving around 16 different participants. The originator of 
the Tweet which sparked off the creation of the Cloud acknowledged the value of 
the Cloud, and proposed that he would follow up with a refl ection on his own blog. 
Cloudworks proved to be a complementary space between the micro-blogging site 
Twitter (where the debate sparked off) and individual, personal blogs. It provided a 
collective space to discuss the issues and aggregate resources. Some participants 
then wrote their own refl ective pieces about the debate elsewhere:

  ‘This is a reworking of a post in Cloudworks on a Twitter vs Blogging debate’ 

 ‘I guess I should blog this;-)’   

 Similarly, a fl ash debate was set up relating to the future of universities: “What 
will the university of tomorrow look like?” 2  This time the idea for the debate came 
from a series of videos created for an online conference. Once set up, the location 
of the debate was Tweeted out and ten individuals quickly began participating in the 
discussion and aggregation of related materials. To date the Cloud contains 34 com-
ments, 42 links and 8 academic references. It has received 733 visitors (November 
2010). Again, there were multiple examples of the discussion moving between 
blogs, Twitter, Cloudworks, the conference forum and synchronous discussions; 
these shifts between spaces appearing to facilitate the shifts between discussion, 
feedback and refl ection and back again. 

 Performance in these fl ash debates seems to provide a frame that invites critical 
refl ection on communicative processes both in terms of the “bounded events”, and 
in relation to interactions and improvised interpretations of real life situations. 
Performance also seems dependent on the formal characteristics of the site (com-
bining refl ective (micro) blogging with referencing, tagging and networking), or on 
the degree to which active participants engage in blogging-like activities within the site 
present themselves strategically, or frame their communication based on the perceived 
audience and context of interaction to ensure that interactions are successful. 
For example, the originator of the Cloud can be seen to facilitate the debate in terms 

   1     http://cloudworks.ac.uk/cloud/view/2266    .  
   2     http://cloudworks.ac.uk/cloud/view/2586    .  
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of offering supportive comments and encouragement to individuals, value and 
weight to the discussion itself and, importantly, humour and playfulness:

  “Brilliant thanks for this [@name] - I think this is a really important topic which all institu-
tions need to be considering”. 

 “Sounds really interesting - have added the wiki as a link. Seems like a lot of people are 
beginning to think about this…” 

 “I know I know it’s incredible huh! Lots of good resources and links being added.” 

 “Great thanks XX - looks like being a great session! Could start a trend of people wearing 
silly wigs ;)”   

 Refl ective questioning and experiential comments were mixed with references to 
interpretative accounts of discussions from related conferences and autobio-
graphical or anecdotal remarks, indicating movement between the subjectivity of 
the academic, the pragmatism of the teacher, the refl exivity of the professional 
and anxiety of the employee.  

   Enquiry and Expert Advice 

 In November 2009 a lecturer from a distance learning university in the UK shared a 
teaching idea, about creativity and openness for a course relating to new media and 
ICT: “Integrating multimedia work into assessment”. 3  The Cloud has had generated 
465 views, and 9 comments and aside from a descriptive node, it also includes an 
embedded video showcase and a link to a video that provided the inspiration for 
repurposing. Six months later, the same lecturer repurposed this contribution as an 
entry for a virtual conference on teaching and learning that was organised by the 
Open University, and which was supported by Cloudworks. The Cloud: Experimenting 
with the pedagogy of creativity and openness’ has generated 256 views, and contains 
9 comments, 3 embedded videos and 6 references and links. The contribution was 
presented strategically in ways in which illustrate knowledge of the perceived audi-
ence; similarly, the context for interaction was structured in such a way so to invite 
refl ection both on the scholarship of teaching surrounding creative open educational 
resources and the theoretical underpinnings of mediated identities and creativity. 

 The purpose of both entries has been to share ideas and elicit practical advice, as 
well as provide feedback on the epistemology of new media and teaching within 
new media. Interestingly, in the 7-month period that lapsed between the two entries, 
the core participant (Cloud author/contributor) utilises the refl ective comments and 
points made by other participants in producing the content that was the object of 
discussion in the second entry. It appears that the initial idea is further developed 
following feedback. The second entry itself carries over the trajectory of thought 
and creativity that were initiated in the fi rst entry. Crucially, this trajectory in the use of 
the space may be considered as positive in the development of professional practice. 

   3     http://cloudworks.ac.uk/cloud/view/2631     .   
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The core participant demonstrates that she has used sources of technical guidance 
and support provided by a core member of the Cloudworks team in the fi rst entry, 
and appears to be more familiar with the interface capabilities of the site. 

 The majority of other commentators/participants within this particular space come 
from the same university, and though they hold a variety of roles (e.g. academic 
faculty and researchers, associate lecturers) they seem to know, and/or have worked 
with the core contributor – a certain familiar tone in the language used points to this. 
Three core themes have dominated the discussion: the fi rst relates to student experi-
ence and training in using open materials; the second, relates to the pedagogic design 
and effectiveness of such interventions; the third juxtaposes the role of expertise in 
teaching in an open environment through the use of open content with the tensions 
pertaining the relationship among digital identities, exposure and assessment. 

 There are a number of Clouds and Cloudscapes asking for feedback and answers 
from expert communities. Some of them are informal and spontaneous (such as the 
“Using Twitter with students” Cloud 4 ), discussed in the previous section. Others are 
more formal in nature; explicitly eliciting information from a targeted user group. 
In August 2009, a project group decided to use the site for an “open literature 
review” with the aim of using the expert elicitation affordances of Cloudworks to 
identify key themes in the literature relating to the “Positioning of educational 
technologists” 5  within organisations. The team had originally planned a desk-based 
literature review, with some online engagement of an established and specifi c 
Educational Technology Community of Practice to synthesise the literature (prob-
ably through a mailing list). However, it was decided that the project would be 
modifi ed to encourage the HE community as a whole to identify the literature they 
judged to be key to the debate, and Cloudworks seemed to them the most appro-
priate tool to do this. 

 The methodology chosen by the team was a variation on the Delphi methodology 
(Linstone and Turoff  1975  ) . This methodology commonly uses a panel of experts 
who are unknown to each other. Questionnaires are used to elicit the opinions of the 
experts and each expert communicates only with the lead researcher, rather than 
directly with the other experts. In the fi rst stage of the process, a set of open questions 
are asked and the results of these are carefully analysed to identify key themes and 
a more structured questionnaire produced, the results of which are again analysed 
and the questions refi ned. Thus, the process leads to a convergence of fi ndings 
or a consensus. In the case of this review, the methodology was adapted, using 
Cloudworks, to promote a divergence of views, and participants were able to com-
municate with each other. A framework of nine open questions was used to structure 
the activity. This narrative will focus on the fi rst of these questions “What is the 
relevance of the student experience to the role of the educational technologist?” 6  

   4     http://cloudworks.ac.uk/index.php/cloud/view/2398     .   
   5     http://cloudworks.ac.uk/cloudscape/view/1872     .   
   6     http://cloudworks.ac.uk/cloud/view/2039    .  
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 Two key themes ran through the discussion, the fi rst about whether the student 
experience/demand should be of prime importance, or pedagogic effectiveness (and 
latterly whether the educational technologists’ role might be to act as a broker between 
the two). The second theme was about how far student feedback relating to the 
educational technologists role was available, and whether there was felt to be a prob-
lematic distance, or “disconnect” between students and educational technologists. 

 Participants appeared to come from a variety of institutions and roles, and 
expressed multiple points of view as might be expected. There was a level of 
disagreement about how central students should be in informing the use of technolo-
gies and yet the tone of all participants was polite and interested. Generally, language 
was adjusted to become thoughtful and tentative in tone. Most made reference to 
other people’s points of view, and made links between these and their own experi-
ence or knowledge. The discussion was well balanced with a mixture of contribu-
tions from project teams and other participants throughout. 

 Modes of address in discussions like the one cited often turn from the inquisitive 
to the descriptive and the refl ective, discussions often generate more deliberative 
comments by a large body of participants from a variety of institutions and respec-
tive positions, a minority of whom – vocally active in relevant mediated communities – 
take an evident lead in trying to achieve consensus. 

 Similar patterns of activity are evident across a range of interactions, particularly 
around Open Educational Resources (OER) communities, that frequently aggregate 
within the site to share evidence stemming from practice (see for example the Cloud 
“Issues in OER research” 7  which is further discussed in Alevizou et al.  2010  ) . What 
is evident in many such discussions is the sharing of a common discourse facilitated 
by participation in relevant communities, the members of which meet regularly in 
similar virtual or physical events.   

   Discussion and Further Analytical Remarks 

 Discussions on networked learning and CSCL (computer-supported collaborative 
learning) often advocate a link between macro-levels of analysis (e.g. in small 
groups) and the macro-level of analysis including the socio-cultural level in which 
mediation of learning and activity occurs (see Dillenbourg in Strijbos et al.  2004 ; 
Stahl  2006 ; Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2009  ) . The frameworks we introduced 
in the theory section attempted to position Cloudworks within the wider context of 
social media, which extend a  meso -level of analysis that is connected to the institu-
tional context of the site’s development (Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2009 : 
10–12), and the basic conditions that allow object- or resource-based sociality to 
take place among individuals that connect, share and deliberate within the site (see 
section “ Cloudworks Overview ”). In section “ Conceptual and Methodological 

   7     http://cloudworks.ac.uk/cloud/view/980    .  
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Frameworks ” we outlined the conceptual and methodological frameworks that have 
enabled us to direct empirical exploration and evaluation of the site, linking technical 
affordances with the social and communicative interactions of groups and individu-
als in particular situations or social practices. We have presented insights that address 
the micro–meso–micro link focusing on three dimensions that are contingent to this 
social site that migrate from other cyber-spaces or physical environments, open or 
private, often blurring the performance of identity and community boundaries, or the 
fl exible negotiation of the private and public, the personal and the collective, where 
individuals share understandings, resources, and meaning(s) around the practice and 
scholarship of teaching and learning. In this section, we structure insights that bridge 
these levels of analysis looking into the three dimensions introduced and discussed 
in “ Conceptual and Methodological Frameworks ”: participation and collective 
intelligence; identity and performance; cohesion and creative capacity. 

   Participation and Collective Intelligence 

 Engagement is solicited through direct targeting towards individuals, or promoted 
through cross-media – either targeted (e.g. email) and closed forums (e.g. mailing 
lists), or open forums (e.g. Twitter, Ning). This is certainly true when an established 
Cloudworks user uses the site as an informational or discursive hub to aggregate 
responses to specifi c enquiries, or launches a debate as we have already outlined in 
the previous sections. Often, people are enticed to participate serendipitously 
through encountering popular or featured Clouds within the home page (71.77% of 
visitors to the home page click through to other pages via home page links) While a 
small number of participants demonstrate a sustained commitment, and assume the 
role of ambassador in rebroadcasting several discussions that take place within the 
site and the participating peripherally (by way of contextualising discussions with 
resources through embedding links, references or content). The majority of users 
aggregate to form groups that are often tied to a timed or very specifi c purpose, or 
themed activity (for example a conference or debate). 

 A number of topics have emerged which are pertinent to core debates around the 
development, uses and reception of Open Educational Resources (OER), for example, 
or the use of social media as tools to motivate creativity in teaching and learning. 
Widespread topics can be divided into categories relating to  development  (pertinent 
to changes practices of teaching and learning wider policies and practices) and 
 research . Core Cloudworks participants who use the site in conferences most often 
use it as a backchannel that complements Twitter, aggregating notes and refl ections 
around particular presentations and discussions. It appears that both structured 
research community meetings, and projects inviting expert consultations around 
particular conceptual frameworks, or wider research issues are more vigorous when 
a proactive facilitator and/or several ambassadors are involved. Workshops and 
other similar “blended learning spaces” are structured around activities that solicit 
the sharing of designs, resources and experiences on particular topics. Instructional 
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Clouds are cross-referenced and linked across a number of aggregated spaces to 
guide novice participants, but activity usually evaporates after the events are over. 
For many, participation is often transient and intermittent – creative outbursts of 
activity illustrate that clear purpose and timely topics ignite engagement among 
both individuals and relational networks to (re)produce content by expressing a 
voice that is aligned to interpretative resources, or shared practices surrounding 
routine or subversive practices, challenges and contradictions on the use of, for 
example, micro-blogging in higher education:

  ‘[I use it] as a mechanism for students to do short-burst refl ection at the end of each taught 
session (Twefl ection!). The idea came from my experience of students fi nding it diffi cult to 
refl ect on their learning experiences.’ 

 (Using Twitter with Students Cloud 8 ) 

 ‘Whilst twitter usage is high amongst the ‘converted’, I wonder how many actually use it 
within learning and teaching. My use has varied quite a bit (see blog post   http://bit.
ly/37ASy2    ), and I think there could be considerable challenges in getting a whole class of 
active users - anything else would surely raise questions around equality of experiences’. 

 (Using Twitter with Students Cloud) 

 ‘Just started using twitter today for our Web 2.0 and working practices project - see my 
cloudscapes’ 

 (Using Twitter for teaching and learning Cloud 9 ) 

 ‘I think about half took to it [twitter], those that didn’t had the usual reservations. What I 
think has been interesting is that a few have stayed active beyond the course and twitter is a 
much better way of maintaining this network than having to commit to using forums say.’ 

 (Using Twitter for teaching and learning Cloud)   

 These modalities of the social production of “processual knowledge” or collective 
intelligence is illustrative of the ways in which individuals – to draw from Goffman 
again – socialise across topics and “orchestrate” their identities in dialogically 
purposeful and supportive ways, contingent on the socio-cultural- and historically 
constructed modes of supportive interaction and “crowdsourcing” of resources, 
experiences and anxieties. Active commentators are often active in posting resources 
and links – indicating a degree of ownership and belonging, in the “dialogical 
wrapper” that supports these resources. 

 Although goals are fl uid, and motivations for participation bound around ideas 
(rather than specifi c outcomes or collectively produced “products”), the space func-
tions as a pool for mobilising various loosely knit groups or autonomous individuals 
to share resources, perceptions, experiences, formal and anecdotal knowledge and 
collective intelligence. This can be seen within various activities that span across 
related topics and enquiring practices in research-led teaching and learning. 

 Our observations suggest that there is evidence of participants engaging creatively 
with each other, and with the resources they interpret to resituate existing knowledge 

   8     http://cloudworks.ac.uk/cloud/view/980    .  
   9     http://cloudworks.ac.uk/cloud/view/1946    .  
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and experiences into new intellectual debates on social practices. Yet, certainly not 
all the activity is public or consensual; instead role confl ict exists, and evidence sug-
gests that crossing institutional, professional and personal boundaries and identities 
within an institutional space like Cloudworks, is productive, but can be “un-easy”.  

   Identity, Self-representation and Performance 

 As discussed, performance can be seen to be shaped by the formal characteristics 
and functionality of the site and on the degree to which active participants present 
themselves strategically or frame their communication. In the data we analysed, and 
the stories we present here, four main themes of interaction emerge: (a) exchanging 
practical information and tips, (b) recounting and refl ecting on professional experi-
ences and resources, (c) exchanging insights in scholarship and research, (d) getting 
peer guidance and support (in somewhat more limited occasions). 

 Positioning of the self is achieved through the consumption of resources and the 
refl ection on practices and experiences, often seeking ad hoc justifi cations for their 
own practices or post hoc soliciting of others perspectives on particular situations, 
and often on refl ective consumptions of new media contents and tools. Interestingly, 
the way in which the “Twitter Killing Blogging” Cloud, for example emerged, 
evokes Goffman’s notions of the ritual theatricality relevant for contextualising 
relations and serendipitous routines and practices, this time travelling across 
communicative channels and invoking  co-presence  in networking and virtual spaces 
(an idea that also emerges in the role of Cloudworks as a conference backchannel). 
In terms of content, the discussion on the self-referential nature of participation and 
self-representation is mobilised by the tensions between blogging and microblog-
ging; between the idea of broadcasting and sharing as part of digital identity; in 
essence the “learning self” is projected in-time and as-time:

  ‘Last week, following my quick poll on blogging & tweeting, [@name] started an ‘Is 
Twitter killing Blogging?’ discussion on Cloudworks.….I’ve followed the development of 
Cloudworks for a while now with some scepticism. However, it’s use around the VLE-PLE 
debate and this blogging-Twitter discussion has really changed my views. I now get it, see 
a purpose and think it could have a really important role to play as an aggregator, a record 
and focal point for our discussions.’ 

 (‘Twitter Killing Blogging’ Cloud)   

 The exchange of comments in the “Integrating multimedia work into assess-
ment” Cloud and associated Clouds reveals a multiplicity of perspectives and yet a 
consensus on most of the tricky issues discussed. Most participants made reference 
to each other’s point of view, and links were offered to back up experience with 
evidence from literature and practice on Web 2.0 creativity and mediated learning, 
while offering personal support and guidance to a known or familiar colleague. 
The language and tone combines humour and “banter” with a shared vocabulary to 
express viewpoints, performing respective identities as teachers and researchers in 
a distant learning institution. Refl ective questioning and experiential comments, as 
well as reference to interpretative accounts on multimodal literacies, creative and 
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personalised learning and tensions of privacy, surveillance and competitiveness that 
surrounding online expression and collaboration, mediated this and other Clouds, 
(often at conferences and events since they combine interactions on- and off-line).  

   Cohesion and Creative Capability 

 Through each of the narratives above and in the previous section, we can see ways 
in which the participants lever sociality and mutuality through their dialogue, for 
example through demonstrations of support, encouragement, tolerance and reciprocity. 
In the fl ash debates these supportive exchanges are most often performed by the origi-
nator of the Cloud, who will typically use these exchanges to instigate a conversation 
and maintain coherence (Goffman 1971 in Branaman  1997 : 1xix): “thanks for the 
link”, “you are raising an interesting point”, “here is a link to…”, “I have summarised 
the discussion above”, “thanks to @[name] and @[name] for pointing this out”. 

 These supportive interchanges, remedial interchanges, tie-ins, and normal 
appearances can be seen to be part of self-and-peer validation; embedded, in the 
process of sharing and broadcasting experiences and content. This can be seen in the 
discourse of the open review, where through discussion about the positioning of 
educational technologist, there were a number of attempts to validate and indeed 
reposition the community:

  “I’m sure most people here will be familiar with that work…” 

 ““Paraprofessionals” - thanks I just learned another great word :)” 

 “Could XX.’s ‘paraprofessional’ (a new concept for me too) be viewed as a new assertive 
attempt at ‘positioning’?”   

 Frameworks for social learning often point to the importance of confl ict, dis-
agreement and negotiation in the process of collaborative knowledge creation and 
developing understanding. However, there is a risk in an open and public space such 
as Cloudworks that participants do not feel suffi ciently secure to enter into disagree-
ment, or that if they do, there are no established social or cultural processes or 
rules developed over time within the group that enable a confl ict to have a positive 
outcome. Although confl ict and playful debate are often present in discussions, the 
examples given do not – or do not aim to – reach a clear consensus. Again in the 
“Open review” Cloud given as an example above, there was a level of disagreement 
about how central students should be in informing the use of technologies and yet 
the tone of all participants remained polite and encouraging. Similarly, in the enquiry 
and expert elicitation Cloud “Integrating multimedia work into assessment”, the 
exchange of comments reveals multiplicity of perspectives and yet a consensus on 
most of the tricky issues was achieved, and links were made to back up experience 
with evidence from literature and practice. Evidence of a shared vocabulary indicates 
that most participants express their viewpoints, while performing their respective 
identities as teachers and researchers in a distant learning institution. At the same 
time participants are keen to develop more learning and knowledge on the relation-
ship of social media creativity and mediated learning. 
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 While to a certain extent, Cloudworks forms a productive space to mediate 
object-oriented sociality and interaction, it should be seen as only one node of 
learning within a networked landscape of practice experienced by its participants. 
Being a public and eponymous institutionalised space, it often carries forward 
conversations sparked in private virtual or physical sites; confl icts, productive tensions 
and resolutions on key issues, and anxieties and more heated disagreements 
regarding the core debate often occur in private or closed spaces. In many cases, 
additional personal perspectives are connected via links to personal archives, blogs, 
conceptual maps, etc., with annotations and context or without. In other occasions 
additional discussions are intentionally private or are kept invisible. Following our 
initial observations and our empirical analysis as action researchers, exploring the 
“traces” that participants leave in Cloudworks, within the landscape of visible and 
invisible landscapes of personal and networked learning, is at the top of our agenda 
for future research.   

   Conclusions 

 We introduced this chapter with the description of how Cloudworks utilises social 
media interfaces in an educational context. The variety of ways in which the site has 
been used has prompted us to revisit aspects of the networked sociality framework 
and expand this with two additional theoretical frameworks and this has yielded rich 
new analytical insights into understanding  inscribed  and  actual  use. We aimed to offer 
examples pointing to the nature of participation, the style of communication and the 
metaphors of engagement. We argue that Cloudworks is a platform for expressive 
interactions and collective intelligence, and we consider the wider implications for 
outcomes for networked learning through more situated research that will explore in 
further detail the nature of associations, types of roles and connections, and the guided 
exploration and boundary crossing among participants. We have not only explored 
how connections and interactions are built within Cloudworks (on a given time, for a 
given purpose, or randomly and serendipitously) but also offered stories of the ways 
in which the connections and interactions, actors, activities and resources are 
expressed, drawing on the communicative and discursive dimensions of expression 
and sociality. The evidence suggests that Cloudworks is one of the sites blurring formal 
and informal  cultural  and  networked  learning about being an educationalist, scholar, 
practitioner or indeed a student (in limited examples) with online interactions and 
experiences allowing roles to be learned, experiences to be shared, values to be 
exchanged and – to an extent – identities to be performed and (re)shaped, and 
communities to gather. The object-oriented nature of the site indeed enables transient, 
yet repeated and focused collaborative or idea sharing activities to form. 

 The idea of Cloudworks functioning as one of many productive network spaces 
or a node within a landscape of professional learning and development is both 
powerful and visible; we have provided evidence whereby learning can be seen to 
be both negotiated and improved. But it is too early in our research to generalise 
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such an argument and demonstrate empirically more than glimpses of emerging 
patterns of what we would like to call “a mediated node in the networked landscape 
of practice”. 

 We are refl ective that we can no longer be described as independent researchers 
and instead our observations and interventions are those of members of the develop-
ment and evaluation teams. But while addressing the limitations of this approach, 
we have now developed a clear idea about research questions that will inform 
Cloudworks position with this landscape of practice, as well as guide implications 
for further systematic research.      
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   Introduction: A Foreshadowed Problem 

 This chapter    explores the intercultural dimension of networked learning processes 
between communities from different language and cultural backgrounds. On the 
basis of our results it is possible to affi rm that, thanks to networked learning, the 
above-mentioned communities are able to build new cultural spaces on the Net, thus 
enlarging their own cultural perspective. This may happen    because networked learn-
ing can provide new strategies to work with and on diversity, which is such a wide-
spread phenomenon in contemporary global, society. The title is to be linked to a 
metaphor we deliberately wanted to use: A Room with a View is a 1908 novel by the 
English writer E.M. Forster, about a young woman in the repressed culture of 
Edwardian England. Set in Italy and England, the story is both a romance and a 
critique of English society at the beginning of the twentieth century, when the pro-
tagonist discovers Florence and the possibilities of “looking beyond” her own cul-
ture. In the novel, the view is provided by the window. In our work, the play on 
words relates to the Internet, which is conceived of as a way of going beyond the 
walls of the classroom and the curriculum in search of other cultures, thereby help-
ing individuals to explore otherness and refl ect on one’s own cultural values. This 
metaphor is also linked to an important concept introduced in this chapter, namely 
the  enlarged cultural context of learning  (Raffaghelli  2008  ) . 

 Furthermore, these concepts are applied to the practical fi eld of teacher educa-
tion, since the case study is focused on teachers’ key competences in dealing with 
diversity and new complex educational environments. 

    J.  E.   Raffaghelli   (*) •     C.   Richieri  
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 Compared to other social contexts, multiculturalism has entered the classroom as 
a really complex phenomenon that genuinely challenges school systems (Banks 
 2001 ; Gundara  2000  ) . The nature of the cultural “ software of mind ” (Hofstede and 
Hofstede  2005  ) , through which kids, parents, and teachers read facts and practices, 
challenges the well-founded beliefs of traditional education: academic success, 
intelligence, learning performance, didactics, teaching (Banks  2001  ) . The discus-
sion is not new at all: in most European countries with relatively high immigration 
(France, Germany, Belgium, and The Netherlands) multiculturalism has been an 
issue since the 1950s, and since the mid-1980s the Council of Europe has promoted 
a number of dedicated educational projects. In these projects, education is no longer 
conceived of as multicultural (referring to different cultures living in the same place 
without any mutual interaction), rather as intercultural, with strong emphasis on 
reciprocity and mutual modifi cation (Leclerq  2003  ) . This is a strategy aimed at 
drawing attention to democracy, pluralism, and dialogue among different cultures. 
In Coulby’s words:  If education is not intercultural, it is probably not education ,  but 
rather the inculcation of nationalist or religious fundamentalism   (  2006 : 246). The 
point here seems to be about the relationship with otherness for mutual respect, 
together with what this interaction implies, i.e.,  cultural change . To grasp this idea, 
which is the kernel of the discussion about a new concept of intercultural education, 
we should now recall the defi nition of  culture . In anthropology it has two meanings 
(1) the different ways in which people living in different parts of the world classify 
and represent their experiences, and act creatively and (2) the evolved human capac-
ity to classify and represent experiences through symbols, and to act imaginatively 
and creatively according to those shared meanings (Geertz  1973  ) . The fi rst defi ni-
tion leads us to think of culture as something rather static, like a fi nished, already 
completed entity, whereas the second, allows us to think of it as something alive, 
created through symbolic interaction, in a continuous meaning-making process. 
Indeed, while the former defi nition comes from anthropologists interested in defi n-
ing and describing different cultures, the latter, which represents the contemporary 
perspective based on postmodern thinking, sees culture as an evolving entity that 
we can interpret. Similarly, in the educational fi eld, the positions taken have been 
(a) multiculturalism, which implies a wide-spread, “normal,” general culture, and 
minorities which exist at the same time in the same place; (b) interculturalism, which 
implies several cultures living together and interacting peacefully (Coulby  2006  ) . 

 In the last few years, the focus has been put on new meaning-making processes 
and the cultural change which is taking place in the global, liquid-networked society. 
In fact, the Internet is becoming one of the most important places where learning 
occurs, no matter what educational policies are decided or what experts, headmas-
ters, teachers, and trainers actually do (Carneiro  2007  ) . 

 Nevertheless, it is only recently, that the idea that intercultural learning may also 
take place on the Net has been highlighted (Dunn and Marinetti  2002 ; Edmundson 
 2007 ; McConnell et al.  2007 ; Rollin and Harrap  2005 ; Rutheford and Kerr  2008  ) . 
In this literature, the defi nition “culturally sensitive eLearning environments” 
seems to be controversial, encompassing the whole discussion about “cultural 
interaction/change” mentioned before. In fact, on one hand, research supports the 
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idea of intercultural learning through the Net, considering diversity management 
and instructional design in order to facilitate participation and adaptation of for-
eigners into eLearning courses (Edmundson  2007 ; Liu  2007 ; McLoughlin  2007 ; 
Rutheford and Kerr  2008  ) . On the other, researchers criticize the idea of assimila-
tion of “cultures” to national stereotypes, promoting the notion of construction 
of “learning cultures” on the Net (Goodfellow  2008  ) , with its implications for 
the representation of learning and teaching in building shared learning design prin-
ciples (McConnell  2008  ) , the individual’s construction of identity and power rela-
tions (Macfadyen  2008 ; Reynolds  2008  ) . 

 In any case, the cultural embeddedness of the Internet needs to be disclosed from 
an intercultural perspective, bearing in mind that this perspective will need to be 
deeply revisited on the basis of those cultural spaces already existing on the Web. 
Moreover, we still think of education for this complex society as intercultural but 
our concern leads us to pose this question: will networked society change the defi ni-
tion of  intercultural  education, since it brings new ways of building relations and 
hence of  creating culture ?  

   The Net as a Place to Meet Equal-But-Diverse People 

 All people taking part in Web interaction, such as the  Screenagers  generation 
(Rushkof  2006  ) , are exposed to an amazing quantity of stimuli coming from the Net 
and, as a result, participate in several  virtual environments  and  communities , sharing 
new cultural values and behavioral patterns. If, in some cases, these patterns have 
been declared as foreign and extraneous to the participants, the main cyberculture 
studies emphasize that a new culture of cybernauts is emerging (Rheingold  1993  )  
producing multi-identities in relation to which real life is only one of the possible 
sceneries where the self is forged (Turkle  1996  ) . According to Maistrello’s beautiful 
metaphor, these young people are citizens in new territories on the Net (Maistrello 
 2007  ) . Indeed, in cyberculture studies, this problem has been considered in terms of 
virtual communities (Paloff and Pratt  1999 ), online identities (Turkle  1996 ), online 
interactions (Rovai  2002 ; Hewling  2006 ), digital discourses, access to and denial of 
the Internet, and the design of virtual interfaces (McLoughlin  2001 ;  2007 ). According 
to cyber-anthropologists’ defi nitions, cyberspace becomes a social space in which 
people still meet face-to-face, even though new defi nitions for both “meet” and 
“face” are needed. In David Silver’s words  (  2000  ) ,  while cyberspace may lack for 
the most part the physical geography found in, say, a neighbourhood, city, or coun-
try, it offers users very real opportunities for collective communities and individual 
identities . It is worth remembering, at this point, the classical concept of  agorá . The 
Greek word  agorá  comes from the verb  ageirein  meaning “to gather” and, initially, 
it designated the assembly of the whole people, as opposed to the council of chiefs 
( boulé ). Subsequently, it came to designate the location of that assembly and what 
occurred there, hence its later meaning of “market-place.” In Greek society, the 
 agorá  became an important place which represented mainly democracy. Moreover, 
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it was the place which offered the possibility of communicating, learning, and 
exchanging not only goods but also ideas. In fact, in Aristotle’s ideal city, the  agorá  
represents the life of the city as it is separated into two domains: the vulgar, for busi-
ness and commerce, and the free  agorá  for more serious political, intellectual, and 
religious activities ( Politics, 13331a31 ). Thus, it seems clear that the  agorá  is what 
people build through intense participation, rather than, a simple localized, architec-
tonic place. 

 We could conclude that meeting people from several cultural backgrounds and 
experiences on the Net is possible through the new contextualization of interaction 
in the symbolic place provided by virtual learning environments and networks. 

 If people are given the opportunity of creating meaning through engagement and 
participation in group activities, then a cultural manifestation takes place, introduc-
ing the prospect of cultural change. Based on this assumption, we could affi rm that 
the possibility of establishing interactions which might lead to the creation of a 
virtual space on the Net – like an  agorá  – could promote more than  intercultural  
learning (as a relation between two separated entelechies). In fact, this kind of new 
space could be culturally inclusive through the process of cultural change, empha-
sizing the dimension of the Web as a  third space , a dimension, it could be argued, 
that gives people the opportunity of practicing dialogue, discovering the relativity 
of one’s own cultural position, and being engaged in new hybrid culture creation. 

 Our point here is that, even if  possible , the above result is not necessarily auto-
matic. Indeed, it requires a critical position and awareness of what is happening 
while the subject is involved in intercultural relations on the Net. In that sense, there 
is shared construction but also refl ective deconstruction of one’s own cultural values 
and personal positions, as well as otherness recognition. In our view, these elements 
are necessary in order to bring about an intercultural dimension within global net-
worked learning.  

   Reconceptualizing the Intercultural Dimension 
Within the Framework of Networked Learning 

 The notion of networked learning encompasses the idea of connection between 
learning communities and resources, by enhancing information and communication 
technologies (Goodyear et al.  2004  ) . This concept goes far beyond the access to 
virtual learning spaces, resources, or facilities provided by technologies to improve 
communication. Based on the belief that learning is a social practice, this concept 
implies participation and transformation of reality (Jones  2008  ) . It can be assumed 
that Networked learning is not an individual process, but a joint activity carried out 
through  connectedness  (Zenios and Goodyear  2008  ) . In global society, it necessar-
ily introduces the concept of difference as an element embedded in every single 
interaction, creating situations where difference could be recognized or not. In 
global multicultural networks, Networked learning should emphasize Bruner’s idea 
about education as  forum  where culture is not transmitted but generated through 



1036 A Classroom with a  View : Networked Learning Strategies…

interaction (   Bruner  2005  ) . In other words, difference leads to the creation of  new 
learning cultures  (Goodfellow  2008  ) . 

 This is not an automatic result: participating in such interconnected, creative 
learning cultures encompasses a specifi c attitude to be put on by the individual in 
order to let learning take place, namely being aware of the necessity of otherness to 
carry out one’s own lifelong learning project (Bowskill et al.  2008 ). This implies 
that new educational contexts have the not easy task of helping the individual to 
acknowledge the limits of oneness and the crucial value of differences which distin-
guish each individual, as “ a pedagogy which makes difference invisible is poor 
training for engaging with  ‘ global world ’” (Asmar  2005  ) . In fact, it is through the 
very process of differentiation from as well as of identifi cation with others that indi-
viduals are able to grow up, develop, and form their own identity (Koole  2010  ) . This 
construction of the self takes place in a “ continual cycle of reciprocity between self 
and community ” (Koole  2010 : 242) by means of relational dialogue which brings 
about a constant mutual transformational process, which is the ground where learn-
ing takes place. 

 Being aware of the need for otherness is only the fi rst step toward this idea of 
learning. What educational contexts should provide for the individual to develop is 
a learning environment in which he/she can discover and practice how to take part 
effectively in a learning community. This implies the development of specifi c com-
petences: being able to listen to the others actively (Gordon  1977  ) , being able to 
refl ect on the gains produced by interaction, and being able to acknowledge the role 
of otherness in one’s own learning process (Mezirow  1991  ) . Thus, it is a matter of 
training the individual to look for authentic communication with otherness and 
implementing educational strategies aimed at establishing wefts of positive interde-
pendence between individuals. 

 These considerations about how to take part in learning communities have been 
central when disclosing diversity as intrinsic to every human group, in a critical, 
postcolonial and feminist approach. They may well be applied to Networked learn-
ing, hence avoiding a too far extended vision of  intrinsic goodness of international/
global communities on the Net  (Reynolds  2008  ) . 

 Research in the fi eld of Networked learning has considered the issue of intercul-
tural embededdness of learning processes within international groups (Macfadyen 
et al.  2004 ; Goodfellow and Lamy  2009 ). From one hand some works introduce 
empirical evidence which shows that online interaction, when carried out through 
written posts/texts/messages, offers the opportunity to pondering over what is being 
communicated since the posts/texts/messages can be re-read, both before sending 
them and after receiving them (   Hewling  2006 ; Macfadyen  2008  ) , thus fostering true 
mutual understanding, especially when the use of a foreign language is involved. 
Moreover, according to this research line, being exposed to contexts which are dif-
ferent from one’s own (otherwise, why should online interaction be used to promote 
international exchanges?), encourages the assumption of different perspectives 
toward reality and helps understand one’s own existential postures by detecting in 
other individuals’ culture what is different from and what is similar to one’s own 
(Macfadyen  2008  ) . 
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 On the other hand, some authors have focused on the need to understand inter-
cultural relations in global networked learning experiences from a critical point of 
view, since elements such as learning design (McConnell  2008 ; Morse  2003  )  and 
pedagogical conceptions of teaching and learning (McConnell  2008 ; Zhang and 
Huang  2008  )  could infl uence the sense of engagement and genuine interaction with 
otherness. In fact, social status and power lies behind every human group, and online 
environments are not exceptions (Hodgson and Reynolds  2005  ) . 

 In any case, research covering international networked learning processes, 
emphasizes the fact that, by being exposed to other individuals’ experiences of the 
world, everyone enacts his/her learning, and this is much more evident in Net-based 
multicultural interactions where networked learning is produced by the encounter of 
macroscopically different cultures. However, authors in this research tradition point 
out, consistently with the above conception of culture on the Net as a dynamic pro-
cess, that identifying culture with nationality (Hofstede  2001 ;    Hall  1959,   1960 ; 
Hampden-Turner and Trompenaars  2000  )  is not of great use since “ Characterising 
individuals culturally as homogeneous microcosms of particular (different) nation 
states belies the complexity and signifi cance of individual difference and experience 
in the social process of being human and of learning ” (Hewling  2008 : 570). 

 So, what takes place in intercultural networked learning processes implies much 
more than simply thinking of instructional design needs or diversity management. 
With the growing phenomenon of hybrid cultures on the Net, like “ Screenagers ,” 
we should think of a new pedagogical approach, where critical deconstruction of 
symbols and cultural positions would lead to equity, expression of diversity, and 
participation in the construction of new meaning.  

   A Case Study 

 The experience discussed in this chapter was part of an international cooperation 
project called PERMIT. The research was based on a participant/constructivist 
approach. This meant that the research team took part in the process of developing 
e-learning strategies and designing an online platform that allowed 24 teachers from 
Italy, Turkey, and Slovenia to interact in order to carry out the piloting of the activi-
ties developed within the PERMIT project during a school year. The experimenta-
tion consisted in creating learning activities that would allow an intercultural 
perspective within the topics tackled with the students. 

 The underlying assumption was that networked learning which emphasized the 
exploration of diversity and engagement in creating new  shared learning cultures  
through international peer support and joint collaboration, would reshape teaching 
practices toward the development of intercultural sensitivity. In this sense, we drew 
on Bennet’s defi nition  (  1993  ) , where intercultural sensitivity is supposed to evolve 
from more ethnocentric positions to ethnorelative ones, envisioning the importance 
of networked learning as an opportunity to experiencing otherness. Furthermore, if 
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we consider the key role played by a teacher’s professional and existential identity 
in effective teaching (Beijaard et al.  2004 ; OECD-TALIS  2009  ) , it seems reason-
able to assume that his/her own intercultural sensitivity would lead to opportunities 
for his/her students to enrich their learning processes with intercultural sensitivity. 

 Based on such a constructivist, mixed-methods approach, the key stages of the 
above-mentioned approach were

    • Learning design and training process . One of the researchers (who played the 
role of a participant researcher) took part in the process of developing e-learning 
strategies and designing the international online platform where teachers and 
students interacted.  
   • Follow-up . The community made up of twenty four teachers worked online for 
6 months, participating in three international residential workshops (three days 
each) and sharing the Virtual Working/Learning Space every day (*).  
   • Questionnaires  were administered to the whole group, while some of the mem-
bers of the group were  interviewed  during the actual learning process.  
   • Participation in Italian monitoring . Focus group with students.  
   • Participation in students VWLS . Teachers’ implementation of a VWLS to be used 
by their own students. 
 (*) The VLE consisted of three areas – International Teachers Community; 
National – Italian, Turkish, Slovenian – Teachers’ Community; Students’ 
Community – divided by subjects, with an interdisciplinary approach, “Languages 
Community (LC),” “Humanities Community (HC),” “Sciences Community 
(SC).” Inside these communities, the following activities were analyzed: Italian 
Teachers’ Community (nine online forum and one activity of geolocalization); 
International Teachers’ Community: seven online forum; Students’ Community: 
eight online forum (HC); seven online forum (LC); three online forum (SC). 
Analysis of online discourse and structure of online learning spaces was made 
considering the semantic categories (codes) emerging from those materials, 
which is the most superfi cial level of qualitative analysis.    

 An initial data set, relating to the contextualization of intervention and justifi -
cation of the strategies adopted in introducing a virtual learning space, was col-
lected through questionnaires and analyzed using very simple descriptive statistics. 
A second set of data, relating to the process of creation, implementation and 
impact of virtual working/learning space for PERMIT teachers and students, 
required mostly qualitative analysis: free and axial codifi cation of interview tran-
scriptions, focus group interaction, open written answers in the questionnaires and 
excerpts from the online forum. The aim was to create a conceptual map of the 
processes of meaning creation emerging from the learning community. The result-
ing codifi cation guided us toward further conceptualization and confrontation 
with the initial project goals and suppositions made by the group about research 
questions : What actually happens when people from different cultural back-
grounds are engaged in networked learning processes? Is it possible to infl uence 
learners’ cultural identities and sense of belonging, thereby opening possibilities 
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to new learning cultures?  These initial general questions would lead to a more 
specifi c question about the focus of the case, which would help explore the impact 
of this global networked learning model on local practices:  Is it possible to infl u-
ence teachers’ practices toward an intercultural perspective of teaching through 
this model?   

   PERMIT Online Learning Space: What Can We Do 
to Get Teachers Involved in an Intercultural Vision 
of Their Own Practice? 

 The PERMIT project aimed at promoting the Civil Society Dialogue between the 
European Union and Turkey with a specifi c focus on ensuring better knowledge and 
understanding of Turkey within the European Union. From the beginning, this goal 
was transformed by the Scientifi c Committee into a more signifi cant and represen-
tative one, aimed at promoting a process of mutual learning from practice and 
refl ection upon partners’ cultural identities in the context of inducing the develop-
ment of intercultural sensibility. As a result, the following working hypothesis was 
designed:  Intercultural awareness among researchers, teachers and students 
involved in the project (samples 10, 100, 800) is presumed to be low. The innova-
tion in teaching methodologies and materials is expected to enhance researchers, 
teachers and students’ awareness of cultural diversity and its understanding, as a 
dimension of intercultural sensitivity . An important issue was raised in carrying out 
the project, namely the need to work out a successful teacher training program 
which would have an impact on the intercultural dimension, based on the latest 
conceptions on continuing teacher training. The idea had been expressed from the 
very fi rst discussions about training methodology, as interweaving formal learning 
(seminars and e-learning) with teachers’ expertise, i.e., linking their practical 
knowledge (non-formal learning), considered as a process of refl ection, to practice 
recognized on an academic level. Discussions and processes of mutual understand-
ing between teachers from several cultures were then fundamental to generate indi-
vidual teaching projects for subsequent classroom implementation. The training 
strategy was based on the implementation of three international collaborative semi-
nars followed by online activities that were designed to accompany experimental 
teaching activities. The process started from the negotiation of content and the 
training approach by the three teams of trainers from Slovenia, Turkey, and Italy. 
From the beginning, the need to take responsibility was emphasized by the Research/
Training group. Consequently, every teacher was asked to produce learning units to 
be implemented in their classes, making use of common strategies (belonging to the 
large PERMIT framework) in order to implement intercultural dialogue. Discussions 
between teachers generated individual learning units. Furthermore, the groups of 
teachers were supported in their decision-taking process by academics who brought 
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research trends in intercultural education developed in the three countries involved. 
It was assumed that only through collaboration in both international plenary ses-
sions and broad subject groups could the teachers create learning units deriving 
from both their best practices and innovation. Hence, intercultural strategies within 
pedagogical practices were going to emerge from existing strengths and the exten-
sion of the vision of what was feasible. It was assumed that only through collabora-
tion, in both plenary sessions and in broad subject groups of teachers from different 
countries and from different kinds of school, could new approaches and lesson 
schemes be forged out of their combined best practices. Intercultural strategies 
within pedagogical practices would therefore emerge from existing strengths and 
extensions of the vision of what was possible. The need to give continuity to the 
process launched through the workshops was immediately evident. How could 
 participants from several different countries and realities give continuity to their 
collaboration? The teachers and their materials needed to  go virtual.   

   Creating the Virtual Working/Learning Space: What Kind 
of Place Do We Need on the Net to Give Continuity to Teachers’ 
Cross-border Debates? 

 According to the initial discussion above, and considering the further training 
hypothesis implied in the project, the VWLS (also called  The Space ) had been given 
signifi cant attention from the very fi rst seminar.  The Space  was set up to keep the 
aims and objectives of the project at the forefront, and to store the information 
the teachers might need in addition to their teaching materials.  The Space  was also 
conceived as a way of giving supportive empathy to those teachers looking for 
 colleagues’ help with their creative process. 

 Within  The Space  (inspired by the above mentioned idea of Agorà) the teachers 
were not seen simply as downloaders of information. Instead, they were perceived 
of as  uploaders , considering Web 2.0 philosophy, since artifacts, tools, and spaces 
were progressively going to be shaped by teacher-led intervention and published in 
 The Space . Coherently with this, teacher’s professionalism was envisaged as a pro-
cess of critical deconstruction of one’s own practices/knowledge, whereby the 
teacher becomes a refl ective practitioner (Schön  1983  ) , who obtains a deep under-
standing of the discipline through teaching (Margiotta  2007 ; Whitehead and McNiff 
 2006  ) . So, he/she becomes the author of his/her own teaching resources and strate-
gies. This active and refl ective approach was supported by both the possibility of 
publishing contributions on the Net very easily, and the subsequent collaboration 
with colleagues and students made possible by Web tools. This process of cross-
border collaboration and critical deconstruction with peers from several different 
cultures would induce the development of intercultural sensitivity through (a) one’s 
own and other people’s cultural awareness; (b) decentralization of the conception of 
one’s own subject and practices, toward a more ethnorelative position (implying the 
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acceptance of self as part of a broader picture, moving beyond local practice).  The 
Space  was designed to refl ect this idea of professional development and to adhere to 
the above mentioned training strategies. Figure  6.1  explains the structure and areas 
in  The Space .  

 In this fi gure, the several spaces making up the general “geography” of “The 
Space” (the virtual Agorà) are shown. The fi gure also makes it clear how these 
 virtual working areas are linked to each other for several purposes: information, 
communication, and learning. 

 According to the principles of Web 2.0, extremely simple software was used to 
provide the users with several user-interface, software and storage facilities, all 
through their browser, thereby using the web as a “platform” (O’Reilly  2005  ) . These 
characteristics were supposed to make the users’ experience on the Net more direct 
and spontaneous. The VWLS was built by integrating Drupal (release 6.0) and 
Moodle (release 1.9). While the news and the project site ran on Drupal, discussions 
and learning activities were placed on Moodle. A blog on WordPress was eventually 
used to contain the fi nal version of work, while videos and photos were embedded 
into an e-learning platform Moodle by using You Tube, Flickr, and Picasa Web 
Albums.  

  Fig. 6.1    Original idea of  The Space        
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   Implementing the VWLS 

 Figure  6.2  shows the development of the project throughout its various phases. A set 
of online modules was proposed to the teachers as part of their training, but the main 
activity was to upload their own materials and to collaborate in the implementation 
of pilot classroom experiences.  

 The online modules were connected to the project development phases as 
follows:

   The First Phase was devoted to the understanding of the guiding principles of the 
PERMIT Project in order to start the developing of PERMIT Learning Units. 
The online modules were connected to (a) in-depth understanding of the problem 
of intercultural pedagogy (Cultural Values infl uencing Schooling System); (b) 
teachers’ skills in enacting refl ection and collaboration across frontiers (use of 
Portfolio to develop refl ection on intercultural teaching practice; use of tools to 
participate within a virtual learning environment).  

  The Second Phase was devoted to the implementation of PERMIT Units in class. 
Online modules were focused on (a) Presentation and Analysis of PERMIT units 
Learning Design through self assessment and peer discussion; (b) Web tools to 

  Fig. 6.2    The coherence between project development and the construction of  The Space        
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let students interact across frontiers; (c) the Use of Portfolio to introduce inter-
cultural competence self assessment (understanding the level of intercultural 
sensitivity development).  

  The Third Phase was focused on the evaluation of the results achieved by the 
students in class. Online modules were to deal with Refl ections on Effective 
Intercultural Teaching (“My best Lesson”).  

  The Fourth and closing phase was dedicated to the dissemination of results in wider 
teachers’ communities.    

 Consequently, implementation was progressive and organic in a context of 
bottom-up logic, as the spaces were shaped in accordance with the groups’ needs. 
The analysis of the training phases, FTF and the online learning activities (from the 
fi rst to the third residential seminar) allows us to understand how  The Space  became 
something more than an e-learning platform in the sense of being merely a struc-
tured space for formal learning activities, without any connection with experimental 
practice and emotional engagement. In fact, it evolved into a space for experimenta-
tion and the sharing of refl ection on the  meanings  emerging from practice, prior to 
discussion in residential meetings. 

 The red dotted lines indicate the progressive process of building the third cultural 
space on the Web. The cultural space starts from interaction and continues to impact 
on other social/cultural dimensions.  

   Outcomes I: The VWLS as the Matrix of Shared Knowledge 

 The teachers piloted ideas, developed through a networked learning process, in their 
own classes. The following data comes from 19 questionnaires delivered through an 
online form at the end of each working session (“After Training Questionnaires”); 
the respondents were the teachers from the three countries involved in the project. 
The main result to emerge from the above mentioned questionnaire was that 92% of 
the respondents thought the VWLS was a useful tool for developing an intercultural 
professional identity, mainly because:

  […] It gave us the opportunity to see other colleagues’ didactic approaches, compare teach-
ing perspectives, spark ideas, give help to other teachers, sharing materials […] (Slovenian 
teacher). 

 […] The platform was generally considered useful for giving teachers the idea of a working 
group “across frontiers”, eliminating national barriers and borders; as it means a lot to stu-
dents too, especially when they see that in so many schools their peers do the same pilots, 
and come up with similar or very original questions! […] (Italian teacher). 

 […] Because for cancelling the contours and the borders of the bodies and the brains, it is 
more necessary and usefull to come together than the other technologic methods in opinion 
me […] (Turkish teacher).   

 Participating in an international community of teachers and students had an 
impact on personal practice, because it was an opportunity to work with people 
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from different educational contexts, bound together by certain ideas and beliefs. 
The PERMIT international teachers’ community was made possible by  The Space , 
whose virtual representation could be considered a semiotic representation of a 
meeting place (where iconicity and symbolism of shared words become “things” of 
common use). The platform could be therefore considered as an instrument support-
ing some of the crucial processes of the PERMIT approach: the sharing of experi-
ences and working models, the opening of a window on communication between 
students and teachers from the many contexts involved in the project. Nevertheless, 
the potential of this kind of tool is still to be developed. Some teachers reported:

  […] The Space was somehow the “storage space” […] and its proper value and the purpose 
is about to come; The Space was important and it can become more important if it becomes 
a means of communication amongst students and teachers; [I] think it should be implemented 
for the relation between students […] (Turkish teacher). 

 […] Technical barriers as equipments and teachers’ skills are a problem to face if this kind 
of instrument is to be used […] (Italian teacher).    

   Outcomes II: The Sense-Making Process – Building 
Metaphors for Intercultural Dialogue 

 Metaphors are forms of language expressing shared sense-making processes, since 
they stimulate a “double process of semantic mapping,” through the operation of 
linking one category to another, and thus condensing meaning (Lakoff and Jonhson 
 1980 ; Mercer  2000  ) . Metaphoric thinking is also deeply rooted by images (Lakoff 
and Jonhson  1980  ) . This cognitive assumption could make the use of metaphors 
frequent in intercultural conversation. Between the second and third phase of teacher 
training and experimentation, metaphors started to circulate among the teachers and 
their classes (while communicating across frontiers), as part of the process of nego-
tiating meaning, and in the effort to come to an understanding with otherness, but 
also as a way of generating a common context for intervention. A fi rst metaphor, 
“The PERMIT Coffee House” (see Fig.  6.3 ), which identifi ed the online forum, was 
conceived in order to meet the international group’s need to create a “meeting point” 
where to have free, informal interactions. This metaphor was launched through an 
image which illustrated the students’ area and the diversity which it could contain. 
The teachers discussed the pros and cons of this proposal at the International 
Teachers Community (Plenary Discussions Forum, from Interaction 11 to Interaction 
18: six participants). The main problem faced by the teachers was the perception of 
the risks involved in (a) allowing  The Space  too loose a connection with planned 
learning activities; (b) keeping a check on students’ behavior even in this place – 
which is both in and out of school. The teachers decided to allow free contact among 
the students. This decision had a positive impact, since the Coffee House allowed 
the students to get to know some aspects of their foreign peers’ everyday life, and 
supported their refl ection on lifestyles and identities in different cultures. Feedback 
activities revealed the strong impact on some Italian students: 
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  […] We would never imagine that a Turkish girl could be a Physician’s daughter, and that 
she could have travelled the world more than we did […] (Vocational Training School, 
Mestre, 14 May 2009). 

 […] Reading about the life of these kids, I realized that their likes, their thoughts, their fears, 
are very similar to those of mine […] (Vocational Training School, Mestre, 14 May 2009). 

 […] The insertion of the piece in the puzzle is a good example of the relationship that has 
emerged between the Italian students and the foreign students, Turkish and Slovenian, 
of PERMIT project. In fact, this project is a puzzle that has been completed, and that 
established an important and constructive link among three very different cultures, that at the 
same time are together in wishing to know each other and wanting to understand each other. 
To me, Permit Project has been an important springboard to a deeper knowledge of cultures 
different from mine […] (Art School, Padova, 28 May 2009).   

 The Humanities group produced another signifi cant metaphor, that of the 
“Skyline” (the shape of a city seen against the skyline at sunset). The “Skyline” was 
used by the teachers and the students to represent themselves to the others. Linked 
to this idea, the Skyline was the fi rst metaphorical image easily shared despite the 
communication diffi culties linked to trying to use English as a “lingua franca” (the 
Humanities group, being formed by people with very different disciplinary and 
experiential backgrounds, suffered intensely from this diffi culty in negotiating sense 
within a common project). At fi rst, the teachers agreed to exchange their own photos 
of their home city. They subsequently began to ask their students to take pictures, 

  Fig. 6.3    A metaphor for an informal place of meeting       

 



1136 A Classroom with a  View : Networked Learning Strategies…

refl ect on the “shapes and shadows,” as visible and invisible parts of their own city, 
and therefore refl ect on the “shapes and shadows” of other PERMIT cities. This 
phase was followed by the introduction of the theme “The cities” in the Lesson Plan 
of very different subjects, such as Design (as a  mood board  for fashion design), 
Literature (as a starting point for producing literary texts and introducing Italo 
Calvino’s work  Invisible Cities ), Art (as a starting point for the study the works of 
art in the cities involved in the program), History (as a means of stimulating the 
study of the historical context of certain buildings acting as a link between cities in 
different countries). 

 The cognitive mapping process produced by this metaphor was also extended 
to other categories to represent intercultural dialogue, for example, the metaphor of 
the iceberg, which suggests the idea of what is visible of one’s own intercultural 
identity, and what is invisible, hidden under water. 

 This impregnation of common images through the students’ production and the 
teachers’ refl ection on their students’ work, was a clear representation of the cogni-
tive and emotional effort made in building a common narrative of cross-border and 
disciplinary practice. Thanks to free negotiation and consensus as opposed to the 
constraints of curricula or external coordination, an intercultural context for common 
practice was created. 

 This is the introducing page to the PERMIT Coffee House created by a teacher.  

   Conclusions 

 The aim of this research was to explore three different points:

   The results of the process of networked learning which takes place between peo-• 
ple from different cultural backgrounds having to interact for work purposes 
(hence generating concrete outcomes for their respective professional contexts).  
  To what extent it is possible to conceive the idea of infl uencing teachers’ original • 
cultural identity with the aim of bringing about a sense of belonging to an 
enlarged learning culture – a community of teachers across frontiers connected 
by the Web.  
  The possibility of developing and fostering teachers’ practices toward an inter-• 
cultural perspective of teaching as an extension and impact of the two previous 
points.    

 From the results we obtained, it emerged that the networked learning process 
generated a perception among the teachers (and later among the students, too) of the 
centrality of  The Space  as a tool and a place of communication which supported a 
sense of cross-border community. In fact, the chance of knowing other  glocal  reali-
ties, and communicating with them through the use of a virtual space was considered 
by the participants not only relevant, but also crucial from the perspective of dia-
logue with otherness and  disclosing and exploring diversity . All the teachers empha-
sized the motivation and curiosity showed by their students about the different 
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realities taking part in the PERMIT experience, seeing  The Space  as a window to 
look “ outside the walls of the classroom/curriculum ” (Teachers internal meeting, 
Venice, 15 May 2009). After a while, this produced a local effect, as refl ection 
affected  praxis : teachers stressed the need to enhance this motivation for educational 
innovation in class and at school, by introducing common activities across frontiers, 
and the students themselves asked to carry on taking part in  The Space  in order to 
communicate with peers from other countries. This interest shows how narrow the 
space offered by the classroom (physically delimited) and the curriculum (symbolic 
delimitation) is becoming: in fact, what the students and the teachers were asking for 
was a new  territory (in the sense of symbolic spaces for a connected self) , the only 
frontiers of which are the limits of  imagination  (in the sense of a multimodal repre-
sentation of sense-making processes) This is where the Web can play a role, not as a 
technological device, but as a semiotic space capable of creating the coordinates of 
an  enlarged cultural context . 

 Networked learning – as part of a wider training vision – seems to offer the 
 possibility of featuring symbols and iconicity in a signifi cant way. As a result, the 
recognition and the resignifi cation of cultural symbols and metaphors belonging to 
other cultures create  new contexts which allow new narratives , as emphasized by 
Sharples et al.  (  2007 : 231):

  […] learning not only occurs in a context, it also creates context through continual interac-
tion. The context can be temporarily solidifi ed, by deploying or modifying objects to create 
supportive work space, or forming an ad hoc social network out of people with shared 
interests, or arriving at a shared understanding of a problem […].   

 This could match our attempt to raise awareness of the need for a critical approach 
of the potential of networked learning for introducing an intercultural dimension 
into teaching/learning processes. The evidence about the construction, use and 
impact of VWLS collected within the PERMIT experience, shows a process of cre-
ation of a semiotic space, a place where re-interpretation of one’s own experience 
occurs, followed by new common narrative. This process seems to motivate people 
to participate in international online communities aimed at achieving a vision of 
otherness, as they seem to perceive themselves as outside a specifi c cultural context: 
a new symbolic representation that goes beyond  my place  – with my own cultural 
rules – or  yours . By means of  electronic conversation  this place becomes a third, 
new place. Furthermore, the fact that the process is crystallized in electronic texts 
and icons, we are allowed to believe that diversity is discovered, explored and kept 
in the memory before reaching  thirdness . We could conclude that networked learn-
ing is a kind of learning that takes place in  enlarged cultural contexts , thus causing 
the reformulation of the concept of  inter  cultural learning. This implies the creation 
of a context by several cultural identities, rather than by fi xed entities that exchange 
meaning. This new context generates a sense of belonging to a wider project, a ter-
ritory where virtual/planetary citizenship can be implemented. Of course, this is 
rather utopian, even because cyberspace can house symbolic violence as well as real 
places do. Consequently, we are aware that participation based on a bottom-up logic 
is not enough to produce new learning cultures, since thoughtful and critical 
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 guidance to a participatory approach is necessary to support the processes of decon-
struction and reconstruction of cultural meaning. 

 Will these encounters in online spaces have an impact on local spaces? This 
question, the kernel of new education (comprehensive of networked learning as well 
as intercultural education) certainly requires further research. The metaphors 
emerged and shared by the teachers and the students about their common teaching 
and learning activities were supported by  The Space ; they were hence transferred 
into local classrooms, promoting continuity in the sense-making process from 
 virtual (global) to FTF (face-to-face or local). In fact, connections among teachers 
and students supported by technologies led the participants to achieve emotional 
engagement, confrontation and concrete experience that allowed them to build new 
discourses about diversity.  The Space  in the PERMIT project, suggesting the idea of 
a  place  where to meet (an  agorá ), generated the perception of a room where people 
introduced their diversity to the others, shared activities and goals, and recognized 
otherness. Perhaps this gave the participants the idea of a classroom without walls, 
an enlarged cultural context where intercultural dialogue, and further cultural con-
struction could take place:  a classroom with a view . 

 In the light of these conclusions, we can highlight further questions that could 
shape future practice:

   From the perspective of networked learning, how can teachers work with their • 
colleagues to help them develop their understanding of intercultural education in 
all their different subject areas?  
  Are teachers likely to want to give time to building new discourses about diver-• 
sity when they are often overworked and when they have to “cram” so much into 
the curriculum?  
  How can teachers be helped to achieve this much-needed perspective on intercul-• 
tural learning and teaching?    

 Teachers need to become aware of the importance of managing complexity 
induced by diversity at any level of learning experience. Teachers’ effectiveness 
depends on this awareness, which can generate appropriate educational actions. 

 Considering the positive impact on intercultural sensitivity generated by the 
PERMIT project by spreading international residential seminars blended with net-
worked learning over lengthy periods of time, similar experiences should be shared 
and disseminated, in order to let new teachers know the educational gains brought 
about by meeting otherness on the Net, and promote their participation in similar 
activities. Furthermore, academics, researchers and teacher trainers should help 
them investigate their own discipline’s epistemology in international networked 
learning activities, both as pre-service and in-service training opportunities in which 
teachers can refl ect on those dimensions of their discipline that can be affected by 
intercultural sensitivity and competence. 

 For example, the European Commission is providing a policy context to promote 
teachers’ professional mobility (Comenius Projects: Lifelong Learning Programme, 
Strategic Priorities, 2010). Thus, introducing a perspective of the type explored in 
this chapter can certainly improve outcomes in terms of teachers’ professionalism.  
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   Further Implications for Research 

 Our empirical work represents an attempt to collect evidence about networked 
learning as a process of culture construction, where otherness can be effectively 
represented, explored, and deconstructed in order to generate new meaning. 

 In our view, the need to think of networked learning as an opportunity to expand 
one’s own cultural context through active participation in its construction opens up 
the possibility of research on new modes of using connections (with people and 
with multimodal resources on the Net). The aim is to produce learning cultures as a 
further result of learning processes. 

 Research in this    fi eld supports this perspective by elaborating on the evolution 
of the concept of “intercultural” learning on the Net. For example, Goodfellow 
 (  2008  )  explores a mosaic of positions, like “providing culturally appropriate 
instruction on virtual learning environments”; the role of language and intercultural 
communication in foreign languages in building understanding, especially where 
cultural backgrounds are supported only by reduced cues within electronic medium; 
studies that emphasize the emergence of new cultural and social identities in virtual 
learning communities which draw on contemporary cybercultures and their role in 
shaping individual cultural identities. He concludes that, even when these studies 
draw on broader, interdisciplinary approaches, such as cultural theory, language 
and semiotics, and instructional design, they seem focused on “ problems of design-
ing and implementing e-learning for non-western consumers, with the majority of 
accounts coming from the US and other Anglophone contexts ” (Goodfellow  2008 : 
555). 

 It is clear that future research on cultural embededdness of networked learning 
experiences needs to go beyond instructional design (tailored courses for for-
eigners), even if this perspective cannot be abandoned completely (Banks et al. 
 2008  ) . 

 The balance among “new learning culture” discourses and the representation of 
multiple voices in a network is delicate and diffi cult. Further research might inves-
tigate how emerging new learning cultures represent diversity effectively, in an 
attempt to answer the questions: what has been lost in adopting some of the new 
cultures and why? Connections and nodes (people or resources) that can superfi -
cially give the idea of a “smooth” learning experience need to be deconstructed in 
order to understand both the individual’s intercultural sensitivity, as well as power 
and dominant discourses which may neglect the expression of diversity. 

 It seems that refl ections and theoretical research have explored the question to 
some extent. Nevertheless, we are today observing an impressive use of virtual envi-
ronments to cross national/local frontiers, not only in higher education (on which 
the majority of studies seem to have focused) but also at other levels of formal edu-
cation, such as our own experience, and in other informal and nonformal learning 
contexts. 

 As a consequence, we believe there is a clear need for more empirical evidence 
and refl ection on networked learning in the  enlarged cultural context.       
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   Introduction: Communities and Technologies 

 It has become commonplace for many communities of various kinds to support their 
communication and mutual learning with Internet technologies (e.g., Barab et al. 
 2004  ) . Creating this “digital habitat” (cf. Wenger et al.  2009  )  often starts with a need 
to fi nd a “home” for documents that are made easily accessible for all  members of a 
community. It can grow with the need to bridge communication between face-to-face 
meetings or to create a shared memory of face-to-face events. Communities often 
consider tools and technologies that will support emerging goals and suit their  evolving 
context. The questions about what technologies to use and how to introduce them into 
the community have always been complex. Research has been  carried out into the 
sorts of designs most conducive to producing and nurturing online communities (e.g., 
Bielaczy and Collins  1999 ; Paloff and Pratt  1999 ; Preece  2000  ) . Other research has 
focused on what happens when a community’s communication is transferred into the 
online space due to changing organizational structures (e.g., Kimble et al.  2001  ) . 

 With a proliferation of communities in so many diverse contexts the opportunities 
and challenges presented by new tools and technologies become signifi cant ones for 
people involved in community leadership, design, and support. Internet technologies 
seem ever more accessible and easy-to-use. For example, preparing and publishing 
video on the Internet is now in reach for anyone interested in these freely available 
technologies, whereas it used to require complex software tools and expert 
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 competencies. Moving to a new, improved platform is not such an  expensive or 
 complicated business as it once was. “One more tool” becomes an apparently easier 
option for facilitators, technology stewards, and community members. 

 As community consultants, designers, and facilitators, we face the questions that 
result from the proliferation of tools on a daily basis. As people who are also engaged 
in research we try to unpack the intricate relationship between communities and 
technologies at a fi ne-grained level (cf. Arnold et al.  2006,   2007  ) . In this chapter, we 
investigate the implications of (just) “one more tool” in communities and networks 
we are working with. We use the idea of “communities of practice” (Lave and Wenger 
 1991 ; Wenger  1998  )  as a broader conceptual framework for refl ecting on our work, 
thus offering a distinct, nonmainstream perspective on networked learning. 

 The notion of “networked learning” has been elaborated in many publications and 
international conferences (cf. Beaty et al.  2010 ; Dirckinck-Holmfeld et al.  2009 ; 
   Goodyear et al.  2004a  ) . It shares similar roots with the notion of “communities of 
practice”. Both concepts provide a framework to refl ect on learning in its social 
dimensions but there are relevant differences as well. Networked learning fundamen-
tally is concerned with enhancing formal educational settings and the  teaching  enter-
prise (Beaty et al.  2010  ) , with a focus on higher education, attending to the complex 
interplay of pedagogy, institution, subject, technology, and infrastructure (Jones and 
Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2009 , p. 7). The concept of “communities of practice” has been 
taken up in many different sectors and sheds light particularly on  learning  in infor-
mal settings and the processes of peer-to-peer learning (Wenger  2010  ) . Networked 
learning research thus often operates at a more aggregated level such as looking at 
policies to be introduced in an institution. This is different from communities of 
practice research that takes place at a smaller scale, such as investigating various 
processes and their interdependence within a learning community. 

 Generally, we argue that communities and networks are two aspects of the social 
fabric of learning and that both communities and networks enhance social learning 
processes (Wenger et al.  2011  ) . Our lens in this chapter is to look at the social 
processes within two cases as regards technology, especially how a new tool might 
both blur boundaries and create new ones at the same time. One of our “one more 
tool” cases describes the introduction of video as a way of bringing in absent voices 
to a face-to-face meeting of a global community of international agricultural 
researchers and practitioners. The other case describes the use of a specialized, 
practitioner-oriented platform in a higher education course where students take one 
step outside the teaching institution. 

 The question that guides our inquiry is: what are the design considerations for sup-
porting and extending a community’s learning when introducing one more tool? Rather 
than analyze the cases in hindsight, we share our reasoning about the introduction of a 
new tool at the same time as we are facing the challenge ourselves. Thus, we change 
the classic case study approach from analyzing a “completed” case that happened in the 
past to analyzing and “refl ecting in action” upon a case that presents a design challenge 
in networked learning right now. We invite the reader backstage to engage with our 
considerations as they evolve in an iterative cycle of action and research. 

 Our descriptions elaborate a highly aggregated pattern (cf. Kohls  2009  )  rather than 
focusing on any of these particular technologies. In other words, we are describing the 
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introduction of one more tool to a community as opposed to the pattern of “introducing 
video” or “introducing a new platform”. Our result is not a complete pattern for intro-
ducing “one more tool” but a more refl exive rethinking of our roles as technology 
stewards when introducing one more tool into the learning in a community setting. 

 The structure of this chapter is as follows: in the next section we elaborate on a 
community of practice perspective on networked learning and what this implies for 
supporting a community with technologies. Following that, we describe our research 
method, the two cases and our perception of the design challenges they represent. 
We then discuss and analyze both cases, concluding with some refl ections on what 
we learned in the process of our investigations and in what ways it contributes to the 
conversation about networked learning.  

   Networked Learning and New Tools: A Community 
of Practice Perspective 

   Networked Learning and Communities of Practice 

 Our perspective on networked learning is greatly infl uenced by social theories of learn-
ing in general and by communities of practice in particular. Networked  learning theories 
and community of practice theories have a lot in common with a community of practice 
perspective offering a different view and lens of analysis for networked learning. 

 The most important shared ground consists of a social theory of learning at the 
core of all theoretical and practical considerations as opposed to cognitive individu-
alist stances on learning. Such a social understanding of learning is characterized by 
the following properties of learning as described by some of the leading researchers 
on networked learning (Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2009 , p. 8):

  Learning is mediated by tools, both symbolic tools such as language and physical artefacts. 
Learning is social and language and artefacts are both cultural and social products rather 
than learning being the products of individual minds. Learning is historic because we 
“inherit” cultural tools we need to understand the history of their development.   

 From a community of practice perspective knowledge is embedded in social 
practice. Communities that develop, share, and refi ne a specifi c practice are called 
communities of practice (Lave and Wenger  1991 ; Wenger  1998  ) . Communities 
of practice are a key element of learning. The boundaries between communities of 
practice are also central to learning. It is at these boundaries where there can be 
misunderstandings as well as possibilities for negotiating new meanings. 

 Networked learning, however, can be defi ned as:

  learning in which information and communication technology … is used to promote con-
nections: between one learner and other learners; between learners and tutors; between a 
learning community and its learning resources. (   Goodyear et al.  2004b , p. 1)   

 The conversations, examples, and advances in practice regarding networked 
learning in the past decade are a response to the impact new tools and technologies 
are having on educational settings, primarily in higher education. 
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 Both the networked learning body of work and the efforts to understand and 
cultivate communities of practice are the result of a larger “social turn” in literacy 
studies, new media studies, learning theory, and childhood studies (Ito et al.  2009  ) . 
A communities of practice perspective on networked learning puts community 
 processes and their contribution to learning at its center. Whereas in networked 
learning the focus is on education that leverages social networks and connectivity 
(Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2009 , p. 5), the focus in communities of practice is 
on the development of a shared identity – or collective intention – around a set of 
challenges (Wenger  2010  ) . To take a community of practice perspective on 
 networked learning also implies to take into account the manifold social settings 
where learning occurs whether or not they are tied to educational settings. 

 Conversations in communities of practice are guided by the question of what 
works  in practice . A shared identifi cation with a domain of interest brings people 
together who share a common concern with this  domain  of knowledge. They engage 
in a joint enterprise, commit themselves pursuing activities around this domain, and 
develop relationships of trust that make an inquiry into their practice possible. 
In their interactions around the domain of knowledge the  community  creates a 
shared repertoire of language, concepts and communication tools that make practice 
discussable (Wenger  2009  ) . These three structural elements  community ,  domain , 
and  practice  are mutually constitutive. All three evolve in response to changes in 
each of the others. In earlier work on communities of practice (Wenger  1998  ) , the 
key elements of a community of practice were described as “joint enterprise, mutual 
engagement, and shared repertoire”. Later on, the structural dimensions of 
“ community, domain, and practice” proved more useful in analyzing and refl ecting 
on communities of practice (Wenger  2009 ;    Wenger et al.   2002 , etc). 

 The dimension of  community  includes the people, their relationships, mutual 
trust, and their trajectories toward knowledgeabilty and competence at an individual 
and collective level. The  domain  is the issue the community cares about; the 
 knowledge area around which the community gathers and which the community 
constantly refi nes with their practice. By  practice  we refer to the activities,  language, 
and tools that form the enterprise the community and its members engage in. 
The practice both means applying the knowledge domain and constantly refi ning it. 
The shared repertoire of language, tools, methods, and patterns of thought plays an 
important part in any community’s practice. Practice also entails the learning that 
occurs in a community, changing and transforming member’s identity and at the 
same time being transformed and changed as members manifest their identity within 
the community. Communities that interact using technology must regard the use of 
technology as part of their practice of being together (Wenger et al.  2009  ) . 

 Boundaries are another important concept within communities of practice. 
A practice with any depth refl ects a sustained history of social learning, which 
 creates a boundary with those who do not share that history. At the same time there 
are new insights that come from mixing perspectives between contexts and seeing 
things in new ways. Clearly defi ned boundaries are important for a community’s 
sense of identity and the meaning that the practices produce. At the same time 
 permeable boundaries are important for fresh ideas and practices and for negotiating  



1277 The Challenge of Introducing “One More Tool”…

how practices produced by one community are relevant to the other. For many 
 communities, technologies are one of the ways boundaries are expressed, created, 
or removed, whether intentionally or not. 

 Using such a community of practice lens for analyzing networked learning 
 settings raises a question about  which communities  and  which case studies  are 
emblematic, serving as the basis for generalizations: should we study learning 
 communities in formalized educational settings or look more closely at communi-
ties that are independent of “school instruction and … the pedagogical intentions of 
teachers and other caregivers” (to quote Lave and Wenger  1991 , p. 61)? We suggest 
that it is particularly useful to investigate these latter communities where an educa-
tional agenda does not play a major role (cf. as well Arnold  2003  ) . Our line of argument 
follows Lave and Wenger’s  (  1991 , pp. 61–62) as to why comprehensive theories of 
learning should be based on learning settings other than those in the formalized 
school sector. Lave and Wenger argue:

  Because the theory and the institution have common historical roots (Lave, 1988), school-
forged theories are inescapably specialized. They are unlikely to afford us the historical-
cultural breadth to which we aspire. It seems useful, given these concerns, to investigate 
learning-in-practice in situations that do not draw us in unrefl ective ways into the school 
milieu, and to look for “educational” occasions whose structure is not obscured quite so 
profoundly as those founded on didactic structuring. (Lave and Wenger  1991 , pp. 61–62)   

 In addition to seeking communities and learning activities that are outside formal 
educational settings, we are drawn to cases that involve new tools and technologies. 
New tools and technologies create yet different settings where learning takes place 
and often blur boundaries: boundaries between learning in formal and informal set-
tings, boundaries around a community or educational institution, etc. At the same time 
tools and technologies can create new boundaries when access, handling or usage of 
these tools constitutes an obstacle for participating. The cases we are engaged in and 
which we present in this chapter extend the range and breadth of learning settings in a 
way we hope is as fruitful for others as they have been for ourselves.  

   Networked Learning and New Tools and Technologies 

 Supporting a community’s practice with technologies is increasingly common for 
dispersed communities as well as for those who meet face-to-face regularly, within 
or outside educational settings. We have a growing number of choices for creating 
“digital habitats” (Wenger et al.  2009  )  using tools such as groupware, learning or 
content management systems, social network platforms, wiki software, weblogs, 
and chat rooms. New technologies open new possibilities for creating “places” for 
people to meet and hold conversations. They also change the cues for context and 
the boundaries that determine who belongs and who does not. These become key 
issues when facilitating learning in communities. 

 A situation that arises frequently for community facilitators is the need to select a 
new tool to add to the repertoire of tools used by the community. For historical 
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 reasons, a community may support its practice with a set of tools and establish the 
main technologies to use. An increasing number of tool options and successful 
examples of new technology practices lead to the potential for a more developed 
digital habitat and a more effi cient way of reaching the community’s goals, raising 
the issues of whether and how to introduce “one more tool”. A community facilitator, 
acting as “technology steward” (Wenger et al.  2009 , 131ff.) often takes a leading role 
in considering other available tools that could meet the needs of a community. 

 What should be the design considerations for introducing this one more tool into 
a community? It is easy to see that a new tool will infl uence a community’s practice, 
if it is adopted, but what about the other constitutional elements of a community of 
practice? What are the considerations for domain and community? We argue that 
introducing a new tool and the practices around using that tool will change the land-
scape for building relationships and trust among community members that in turn 
shape the domain. Thus, when we are introducing one more tool we need to con-
sider how a change in practices around that tool will affect community formation 
and struggles around the domain as much as we need to consider tool features or the 
process of implementation of that tool.   

   Designing for Community Learning: Our Workbench Cases 

 To ground our theoretical refl ections in the  practice  of introducing new tools for 
enriching the learning of distributed communities, we present two design challenges 
that we are facing in our work. These “workbench cases” are not classic case studies 
that we analyze retrospectively but cases that are “in progress” – where we analyze 
and refl ect upon our own practice in terms that can be shared with a wider audience. 
Even though both cases are different in their “one more tool” challenge and in the 
roles and mandate we have in relationship to the community, we present the cases 
under the same rubrics. 1  

 Our research method lies between action research and autoethnography (cf. Ellis 
 2004  )  and is explained in more detail in Arnold et al.  (  2006,   2007  ) . It has some simi-
larity with action research in that we intervene and engage actively in the fi eld we 
are investigating. In contrast to classic action research designs, however, the research 
decisions are not reached in a participatory process with the learners involved in the 
cases. Here we rather adopt an autoethnographic design in that we use our anxieties, 
observations, and refl ections as community facilitators and technology stewards as 
a starting point for the investigation. Our roles in the given communities provide us 
with enough insight and contextual knowledge about the community, i.e., we belong 
enough to use participant observation. For a critical refl ection on our relative 
 positions in the communities we observe, we use a community of practice  perspective 
as an analytical framework. Additionally, our simultaneous involvement and 
 facilitating roles in many other communities sharpens our awareness of the issues at 

   1   These are inspired by the rubrics suggested for e-learning pattern development (Kohls  2009  ) .  
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stake as does our mutual reporting and shared refl ection among ourselves as both 
researchers and practitioners. In short, our data consists of extensive notes from 
joint planning, reporting and refl ection sessions, individual participant observation 
as well as artifacts from the communities on which we report. 

 Case A is located completely outside of an educational context, whereas Case B 
is located on the boundary between an institution and the ongoing professional lives 
of practitioners in the fi eld (   Fig.  7.1 ).  

 In the case descriptions that follow we change voice from “we” (referring to all 
three authors who have jointly thought through these issues, “worked the cases” and 
written the text) to “I” (indicating participant observation and involvement in com-
munity facilitation and technology stewardship). “Voices of the community” refers 
to the perspectives presented by different people in the community.  

   Workbench Case A: Global Community of Practice 
in the Agricultural Development Arena 2  

   Context 

 Members of a global community of practice are coming together to discuss their 
shared vital concerns. 

 The community consists of agricultural researchers, institutions, governments, 
and nongovernmental organizations concerned with advancing agricultural 

  Fig. 7.1    Our workbench 
cases in relation to 
educational contexts       

   2    Some details of this case have been modifi ed to respect the privacy concerns of the community.   
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 knowledge and practice internationally. Current communication practice is mostly 
email, telephone, and regional face-to-face meetings. An international face-to-face 
meeting is planned in Africa when 20 key people will come together to refl ect on 
how they are learning from and with each other and to think of how to do it better. 
I am looking at which tools can be introduced to enrich and extend the conversa-
tions outside the  same time/same place  of a face-to-face meeting. I have decided to 
integrate video and audio recording to the repertoire of communication tools. I can 
use the recordings for bringing the voices of physically absent people to the table at 
the face-to-face meeting.  

   Design Challenge 

 Many members of this group do not have straightforward access to the Internet or to 
broadband. Trust is an important issue on several levels. Members come from neigh-
boring countries with sensitive diplomatic relations. Within countries there are 
clearly defi ned hierarchical positions. Some members need to be cautious about 
who shows up where and with whom. Tools that support transparent processes or 
leave digital traces can easily be viewed as breaches of protocol or political maneu-
vres rather than as opportunities for dialogue. Another design problem is that people 
are very busy. Their focus is on the immediate pressures of their day-to-day  concerns. 
There is a tension between responding individually to immediate, local problems 
and contributing to a community’s response to those issues on a larger scale.  

   Added Value 

 Recordings can help extend the event beyond “same time same place” and let more 
people participate actively regardless of their physical location. Another advantage of 
video and audio recordings is that a person can contribute content while I manage the 
tool. In other words, someone does not have to be adept at the tool in order to have his 
or her voice heard. This is in contrast to other tools such as Google docs, wikis, and 
blogs where someone’s voice may not be heard if people are not digitally literate.  

   Potential Pitfalls 

 A fi rst video that I recorded in a Skype interview brought up a number of potential 
pitfalls. Although I have seen some uses of Skype for telephony, the interviewee’s 
webcam produced a poor quality black and white image. Watching a Skype video 
with a poor image added nothing to the content. This seemed relevant given the 
social sensitivities of many members of the group. Editing the video to increase its 
quality was time-consuming and required a kind of know-how that is not widely 
enough available in the community. At a certain point the time spent editing videos 
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did not add anything to connecting people and developing the community. Another 
potential pitfall given the sensitivities of the group are those of privacy and confi -
dentiality. Just one perceived breach of confi dentiality could be seen as a serious 
breach of trust.  

   Forces at Work (Behind the Scenes) 

 In the community there is rhetoric of openness to new tools but people do not have 
time to invest in learning how to use or integrate them into their day-to-day work. 
Until now new tools have been dismissed for one reason or another: Google docs 
was too hard, Twitter was too politically sensitive, Skype was not practical. I know 
that I have to do something that will show the value of new tools without creating a 
lot of work for members.   

   Workbench Case B: Community of Distance Learners 
in Higher Education 

   Context 

 This community is situated in an online study program that is especially designed for 
students who are working in different parts of the country as they study. To offer 
greater fl exibility in time and location, only 25% of the study modules are taught 
face-to-face and 75% of the modules are taught completely online. A standard com-
mercial learning platform is used for online modules. Current communication prac-
tice in the online modules include discussion forums, chats, and fi le management 
functions such as the assignments/drop box, etc. Students have been using this mix 
of technologies for 2 years and generally enjoy collaborating and sharing their work 
and study challenges. A sense of community has evolved rapidly. For the second half 
of their study program a new online module lasting four semesters is being designed. 
It will introduce students to peer counseling techniques and is meant to bridge theo-
retical concepts and their actual work situations. Students are expected to discuss 
cases from their work in small subgroups in a systematic way that has been devel-
oped especially for the social sector where funds for external supervision often are 
not available. Another focus will be on their changing professional roles as many 
prepare with the study program for a management position in their fi eld of work.  

   Design Challenge 

 Existing tools only support online peer counseling techniques while they are enrolled 
as students so I am considering moving to another platform that they will be able to 
use when their study program ends. The new platform is designed to enable online 
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peer counseling in the social sector and supports practicing social workers. However, 
moving to another platform requires that the students give up established routines 
and time to get to know the new platform. Also, the special peer counseling  platform 
is still under development and students would be exposed to platform development 
bugs. Learning a new platform in beta may be daunting for working students with 
time constraints  

   Added Value 

 Students will get to know a peer counseling platform that they can use now and after 
their studies for their work. Experience in online peer-counseling will be useful for 
people hoping to become experts in social work and related management positions. 
Using the specialized platform, they join a larger community of social work 
 professionals who explore, apply, and refi ne online peer counseling. Being involved 
in the feedback and ongoing development of the platform could be an interesting 
experience as they also help shape the design of software to support social work.  

   Potential Pitfalls 

 Changing from one communication platform to another always runs several risks. 
The new platform requires a new set of access credentials (ID/password), a 
 particularly daunting prospect for students working from different locations and 
computers. Other course modules will continue using the standard learning manage-
ment  system, requiring them to access two platforms. In addition, shortcomings of 
the existing platform are familiar to students whereas they will have to develop new 
 work-arounds for the new platform. They may even feel mistreated as experimental 
subjects in a software development process.  

   Forces at Work (Behind the Scenes) 

 The colleague with whom I run this module is an expert on peer counseling and one 
of the founders of the peer counseling platform that is being considered. He cannot 
be expected to invest a lot of energy to map counseling features onto the functional-
ities of a standard learning platform. In addition, partnership with a university is a 
good test bed for the platform and an opportunity to get future professionals already 
familiar and using it. I wonder if we are misusing the students in this process. On 
the other hand, study programs should enable students to acquire “real world” com-
petences. Using the counseling platform is a chance for students to practice peer 
counseling techniques under authentic conditions and to go beyond the boundaries 
of a higher education context.   
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   “One More Tool” Interacts with the Entire 
Community: Discussion 

 The workbench cases are quite different from each other. The higher education 
learning community, studying together in its digital habitat, has routines for com-
municating and co-operating that are quite different from those of a community 
looking to bridge between face-to-face meetings. In our discussion of the cases, the 
aim is not to compare the different communities or their different communication 
designs. Our aim is to look at the design considerations for introducing “one more 
tool” and the potential changes that technology stewards and other community leaders 
should consider. It may be easy to see that the introduction of a new tool, recorded 
video in workbench case A and a specialized platform in workbench case B, will 
affect a community’s sense of “being together”. However, by looking at it more 
closely through the community–domain–practice lens we see that a new tool not 
only infl uences practice but also interacts with the community and the domain.  

   Analysis Workbench Case A: Global Community 
of Practice in the Agricultural Development Arena 

 The “one more tool” being introduced is that of video conversations with people 
who cannot be at the event but who have something to say. “One more tool” in this 
practice refers to a cluster of tools that will be used for recording, editing and 
 publishing, and watching the video conversations. 

   Interaction with Practice 

    As we introduce a tool for recording people who cannot attend we start develop-• 
ing practices for opening a face-to-face event to people who are not physically 
present. This changes the dynamics of whose voices are at the table and changes 
the shape of the community.  
  The recordings lead to practices of publishing and archiving conversations that • 
stay around longer than face-to-face conversations. This could eventually infl u-
ence the domain as people consider differently what issues are important and 
what issues have been discussed previously.  
  The practice of creating artifacts that are different from traditional meeting out-• 
puts normally concerned with capturing conclusions and decisions made will call 
for different types of skills and leadership roles from within the community.  
  Issues around privacy will lead to developing ethical and other practices as we • 
consider where the video is stored. The decision about who has access to the 
videos will change the community and how members perceive their roles.     
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   Interaction with Community 

    We are using the tool as a way to involve people even if they cannot be present. • 
Community development will help build trust; additional voices as a result of 
trust will help shape the domain.  
  Holding controversial voices in the broader discussion, rather than letting them • 
be silent, will have implications for the practice of listening while also changing 
the issues of domain.  
  Through developing ways of holding informal conversations in a setting where • 
formality and status can hinder the deepening of conversations could change a 
range of practices related to formality.  
  Nurturing a sense of horizontal accountability to fellow-practitioners who are not • 
present could lead to more practices that support peer-to-peer conversations.     

   Interaction with Domain 

    Additional voices will change the framing of the issues facing the community. • 
The (virtual) presence of a controversial voice will affect the way the community 
views their domain issues.  
  As video is introduced, there are many decisions that will have a bearing on • 
domain: who to interview, what questions to ask, what editing if any, control over 
video recordings, etc. All these decisions will also affect the relations between 
people as they develop the practices around interviewing, editing, and publishing 
the recordings.      

   Analysis Workbench Case B: Community of Distance 
Learners in Higher Education 

 The “one more tool” being introduced is that of a specialized peer counseling plat-
form that is used by a variety of social professionals to organize peer counseling. 
Until now this specialized platform has not been linked to any higher education 
context. 

   Interaction with Practice 

    Counseling each other on cases consists largely of communication through • 
 various means: The specialized platform offers communication features (a non-
threaded forum, a wiki, a fi le repository – all with personalized notifi cation and 
geared to the different phases of peer-counseling). These features will change the 
established routines of communicating at a fi ne grained-level, including whose 
voice is being heard.  
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  Students will gain more control over the community’s practice: Immediately • 
after registration, they can create their own counseling rooms on the new plat-
form and decide who they allow in, whereas the standard platform keeps that 
kind of control in the hands of the instructor.  
  Students can see other peer-counseling groups (outside the higher education con-• 
text) and could join them if interested. The work of these neighboring groups 
will eventually change the domain of this student group.     

   Interaction with Community 

    On the standard learning management system, the community is clearly defi ned and • 
confi ned to students in the program. With the new platform boundaries blur imme-
diately: students can allow people outside the study program in, for example, other 
users of the specialized platform or their own colleagues at work. Communication 
across student cohorts will now be effortless. With the consent of the group, they 
can also join other counseling groups, visible on the platform, and thus potentially 
collaborate with other social professionals who use the platform. This will lead to a 
range of new practices and a reframing of the domain in many ways.  
  Students will have to decide whether they want their counseling group to be visible • 
to any platform user or not. In case they opt for visibility, these other users might ask 
permission to join them. Practices related to permissions will have to be developed.  
  Unlike on the standard platform, the default would be that the counseling groups • 
are not open for the instructors. Therefore, the role of the instructor changes 
because now they can easily be “left out”. In general, the whole set-up of who is 
“in the classroom” changes and the roles of students and instructors are much 
less certain than they were traditionally.     

   Interaction with Domain 

    The community’s principal domain in this module is peer counseling. By using • 
the specialized platform that is still under development, a socio-informatics 
dimension is added to the domain: does the platform support the online peer-
techniques well enough? Platform organizers ask users for feedback on the plat-
form’s design and functionality. This will be the fi rst time student perspectives 
form part of the joint refl ection and evaluation.  
  As the cases that student peers discuss can now come from a wider variety of • 
settings and sources, the scope of the domain will change. This will redefi ne 
which cases are seen as relevant and the formation of the community around this 
changing domain.  
  The instructor’s view of domain is now contestable because other voices are • 
potentially in the conversation. This changing power relationship over the domain 
will shape who knows and who does not know and the practices for bringing 
other voices in to talk about the domain (   Table  7.1 ).       
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   Looking Back and Ahead: Conclusions 

 In this chapter, we looked closely at two different “one more tool” situations. From 
positions of facilitators and technology stewards for two different communities we 
shared the design considerations and analyzed the interplay between domain, com-
munity, and practice in the introduction of a new tool. What might appear as the 
introduction of a tool that would merely change a community’s practice now seems 
to be more complex. The introduction of a tool will change whose voice is being 
heard, which voices can be legitimately brought to the table, how competence is 
negotiated, and, indeed, what matters to the community. Introducing the tool will 
infl uence the practices that are developed, shared, and refi ned by the community that 
cares about the domain. Just one more tool potentially transforms our participation 
and our sense of identifi cation with the community and the world. It represents a dif-
ferent way of engaging with each other and therefore a different way of learning. 

 Meanwhile, and all too often, we get frustrated that a community does not accept 
a new tool. As facilitators or leaders, we explain or provide training in how to use that 
tool, we use incentives, cajole and chastise our communities as we try to encourage 
innovation and new ways of communicating. However, it turns out that introducing 
one more tool has larger implications related to engagement in the community, the 
practice, and the domain. Engagement goes beyond the mastery of a tool or even of 
a practice. Dealing with one more tool involves testing, contesting, and negotiating 
the boundaries of a community. And in negotiating who is at the table, we are nego-
tiating the issues that concern us. In other words, we are contesting the domain. 

 In offering two cases that may seem outside the mainstream arena of networked 
learning we wanted to contribute to the conversation on networked learning in a 
complementary way. Our focus has been on a learning partnership that creates an 
identity around a common area for learning as distinct from a networked learning 
approach that focuses on optimizing the connectivity between people. 

 How does our refl ection on the introduction of one more tool help us in our prac-
tice of designing for communities? How does it help us introduce a new tool or 
technology into a learning community? And how does it contribute to the conversa-
tions on networked learning? In the process of writing this chapter we came to the 
conclusion that in introducing a new tool the following questions are worth consid-
eration: How will this tool infl uence the voices at the table? How will it affect who is 
a party to the conversations and who is not? How will it affect who decides? And 
what does that mean to this community? These are the questions we intend to pursue, 
investigating with greater detail how a new tool or technology impacts boundaries. 

 We see three contrasts between communities inside and outside educational set-
tings that bear on the “one more tool situation”:

    • Structuring social interaction . An educational context typically includes a privi-
leged person such as a tutor, who has a mandate and learning outcomes in mind and 
whose participation is constrained by an academic calendar. The role and privileges 
of leaders in communities outside educational settings are generally more contest-
able, leaders are more easily replaced, and time is structured less by an academic 
calendar and more by external community or organizational constraints.  
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   • Institutional support and resources . Educational institutions, like other 
 organizations, typically build up support structures, including technological 
 support, in a systematic, structured, and procedural process over long periods of 
time. Technology and tools have to comply with existing policies and traditions 
and they have to fi t into longer term plans and world-views. Creative experimen-
tation with new tools and technologies often needs to take place outside the 
 institutional mind-set. Depending on their membership, communities outside 
educational or organizational contexts might be able to look for support and 
resources in a more ad hoc fashion. They can be more experimental or improvi-
sational, even if they have to look for “free” tools, for funding or sponsorship of 
the tools they use. A new tool for communities thus must be compatible with the 
relevant mode of organizing support and resources.  
   • Domain boundaries . The domain boundaries in a world of networked learning 
are more fl exible than in an environment where the boundaries are defi ned by 
academic or organizational traditions and decision-making bodies. However, 
domain boundaries are even more fl uid in a community outside an educational 
institution where the relevance of a topic can be driven by current practice, not 
curricular or disciplinary concerns. Introducing a new tool, with its effect on the 
voices in the community might therefore have an even bigger infl uence on the 
evolution of the domain.    

 Summing up, through writing this chapter we have gone from seeing ourselves as 
people who advocate for the introduction of one more tool to viewing ourselves as 
convenors of new and different combinations of voices in a community. We started 
writing this chapter with the intention of proposing design considerations for facilita-
tors and technology stewards who are introducing “one more tool” to expand and 
enrich a community’s learning. We ended our inquiry by seeing ourselves as convenors 
of new and different voices that might change and contest the domain and practices of 
a community through the introduction of just one more tool. It is with that sensitivity 
and responsibility with respect to boundaries that we take on the introduction of new 
tools into the practices of a community. And we advise to take up that stance – possibly 
with adaptations – for the more mainstream cases of networked learning.      
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   Introduction 

 Information and Communication Technology (ICT)-supported learning, understood 
as the use of ICT to support and enhance learning practices, has become an integrate 
part of university education. This is, however, only a small part of    the full story. 
Institutions, departments, and individual members of faculty utilize ICT in quite 
different ways depending on the kind of ICT and assumptions about which designs 
for learning are the most productive. Problem-based learning (PBL), computer- 
supported collaborative learning (CSCL), and networked learning are examples of 
(overlapping) genres in learning design that offer different ways of thinking about 
ICT support for learning and many more could be mentioned. PBL stresses the 
importance of working with authentic real world problems and projects as an inte-
gral part of (university) education (Kolmos et al.  2004  ) . PBL has spread in universi-
ties since the 1970s which of course is before ICT developed into a signifi cant part 
of educational processes, but is today often associated with ICT support for collabo-
ration and project management (Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2002 ; Dirckinck-Holmfeld 
et al.  2009 ; Ryberg and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2010 ; Haakon Tolsby et al.  2002  ) . PBL 
has its theoretical roots in the very early constructivists Dewey  (  1910  ) , Vygotsky 
 (  1978  ) , and Piaget  (  1999  ) . The problem with the PBL genre is that it tend to say 
little about all the aspects of education that is not problem solving and it has only to 
a smaller extent been developed in the light of ICT. CSCL is born with the personal 
computer in the 1980s and stresses the learning outcomes of close collaboration 
between learners in a computer-supported environment (Koschmann  1996  ) . CSCL 
has its theoretical roots in the social constructivism and some of the same early 
works that underpin PBL (Koschmann  1996  ) . Today CSCL has developed its own 
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theoretical foundation in works by Koschmann, Stahl, and others (Stahl et al.  2006  ) . 
In the case of CSCL, the focus on close collaboration is its strength and weakness 
at the same time; we regard it a strength that the genre is very focused, but a weak-
ness that it cannot be applied above the microlevel since no or very limited perspec-
tives on the relation between close collaboration in the organization is offered 
(although Jones et al.  (  2006  )  suggested more work on meso-level design in CSCL 
and networked learning). Networked learning has a broader defi nition:

  Learning in which information and communication technology (ICT) is used to promote 
connections: between one learner and other learners; between learners and tutors; between 
a learning community and its learning resources. 

(Goodyear et al.  2004 , p. 1)   

 The concept networked learning has developed over the past 10 years along with 
the increased use of networked personal computers for learning support in universi-
ties and other educational institutions. Networked learning draws on the early con-
structivists (Dewey  1910 ; Piaget  1999 ; Vygotsky  1978  )  just as PBL and CSCL. 
Networked learning has similarities with the views on networks presented by 
Castells  (  2000  )  and Siemens  (  2005  )  and they have to some extent infl uenced the 
development of networked learning (Bell  2010 ; Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld 
 2009 ; Jones et al.  2008  ) . Castells do not focus specifi cally on learning, but on the 
network society and the concept of networked individualism describing the interde-
pendence between individual and network (Castells  2001  ) . Siemens  (  2005  )  does, 
however, focus on learning and argues that ICT is a core driver for learning by 
 supporting connection of nodes and sense making. 

 With networked learning ICT support for learning has developed from being an 
isolated and uncoordinated endeavor of individual technology interested teachers to 
being an institutional commitment. If there is no institutional or managerial com-
mitment the network for learning is not likely to have many nodes or stretch across 
an institution. With few nodes it is also not likely to foster the kind of connections 
needed for networked learning to take place. If the network stretches beyond the 
class of the individual teacher it is, however, also evident that the network of learn-
ers becomes quite complex. Actors (teachers, students, managers, others) will have 
to develop their own contributions and yet make sure they fi t into the network of 
other actors and resources. 

 Jones et al.  (  2006  )  suggest that for CSCL and networked learning to be devel-
oped further research and practice should focus on the meso-level of collaborative 
learning:

  On how to design for collaborative learning at the institutional level, in organizations, 
school settings, and in networked learning environments, 
 On what the basic conditions are that allow for collaborative learning in these settings, 
 On how the technology and infrastructure affords, and mediates the learning taking place. 

(Jones et al.  2006 , p. 37)   

 The meso-level is in other words the level that lies between the overall societal or 
institutional macrolevel in large institutions and the very local microlevel teaching 
and learning practices. 
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 With this chapter we aim to uncover the meso-level conditions under which insti-
tutional actors decide upon ICT strategies for networked learning purposes. We 
chose to do so because we suspect that the meso-level is where networked learning 
is made possible, but also where different rationales, priorities, and values may 
clash in an unproductive manner and hinder the implementation of a networked 
learning environment that helps the learner to learn something useful to her. We 
know from earlier research that decisions are often made in an ecology of multiple 
actors, tools, and intentions (Bygholm and Nyvang  2009  ) . To develop leadership 
and change strategies in and around networked learning we thus experience a need 
to develop insights that are qualitative in nature. 

 In the following sections, we present our case study methodology, our analysis, 
and discuss our fi ndings.  

   Human Centered Informatics: Case Study Design 

 The case study focuses on implementation of ICT in the program Human Centered 
Informatics, a program within the humanities at Aalborg University. The program 
offers bachelor and master level educations and has approximately 700 students 
distributed across two campuses, one in Aalborg and another in Ballerup (in the 
Copenhagen area). The program combines studies in communication, organization, 
esthetics, learning, and ICT. 

 This case study is a follow-up to another case study committed 4–8 years ago 
when Human Centered Informatics went through a development process ending with 
the implementation of Lotus Quickplace (later renamed Lotus Quickr), an informa-
tion and communication system to be used by administration, students, and teachers. 
According to Nyvang  (  2008  ) , the early stages of the project aimed to uncover the 
existing ICT-related practice in the organization. The project also aimed to identify 
the goals to be pursued by using ICT in the organization. In the end, the goals were 
transparency, coherence, fl exibility, and quality in teaching and learning – these were 
however also at a high level and open for interpretation. At a more concrete level, 
the new ICT were supposed to support PBL approaches to teaching and learning 
(Nyvang and Tolsby  2004 ; Tolsby et al.  2002  ) . The latter had a signifi cant infl uence 
on the choice of Lotus Quickplace because it supported group collaboration. Lotus 
Quickplace was, however, also chosen for its fl exibility as a content management 
system which meant that it could be rearranged to manage course-related communi-
cation too. The case study conducted 4–8 years ago also focused very much on the 
implementation process – on the change from a myriad of different systems and ways 
of communicating to one common system and way of communicating across the 
organization (Bygholm and Nyvang  2009 ;    Nyvang  2006 ; Nyvang and Poulsen  2007 ): 
What were the needs of the different members of the organization? How were ICT 
adopted and adapted? What were the main infl uences on the many decisions made on 
different levels and by different actors in the organization? The main infl uences were 
ICT already used in the organization, ICT known from other contexts, culture and 
pedagogical model, and the existing division of labor between teachers, students, and 
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administration (Nyvang  2008  ) . Members of the organization discussed whether one 
common tool for all students, teachers, and administrators would be the most produc-
tive way to proceed. Those discussions never came to any concrete  conclusion. Lotus 
Quickplace was chosen as a common framework, but many teachers and students 
chose other ways to communicate and collaborate, and discussions and negotiations 
kept bringing the technology to the forefront of attention in the organization. 

 This case study investigates under which conditions actors in institutions decide 
upon which ICT to use for networked learning purposes? The occasion is when 
Human Centered Informatics has decided to discard Lotus Quickplace and imple-
ment a suite of tools with Moodle at the center instead. From an overall perspective, 
it seems unclear what the organization has learned about networked learning so far 
and how it affects the decision to implement Moodle and the day-to-day decisions on 
how to use Moodle. With the research behind this chapter we aim to uncover the so-
far invisible or unspoken rationales developed and used by different actors in the 
decision and implementation process. Our working hypothesis is that the tools, 
infrastructures, and technologies we use will never permanently step into the back-
ground. From time to time, they will require attention for one reason or another and 
it is when they spring into attention we have a special opportunity to gain a deeper 
insight in the practices and challenges of networked learning in the organization. 
Tyre and Orlikowski  (  1994  )  support the hypothesis that times of change are rela-
tively short when new systems are implemented in organizations and that the win-
dows of opportunity for studying change are equally small. Research by Flores et al. 
 (  1988  )  supports the hypothesis from a different perspective – namely, by suggesting 
that the situations when tools or practices fail and thus come to the forefront of atten-
tion offer access to information that is usually invisible or resembles silent 
knowledge. 

 The case study methodology and analysis used in the Human Centered Informatics 
case is rooted in the theoretical frame of activity theory. Activity theory derives 
from Russian psychology where psychologist like Vygotsky  (  1978  )  and Leont’ev 
 (  1978  )  developed a cultural historical social psychology during the twentieth cen-
tury. Over the past 20–25 years activity theory has been subject to growing attention 
in the Western Europe and in the USA and across a diverse set of research and prac-
tice fi elds. Yrjö Engeström  (  1987  ) , a major contemporary contributor to activity 
theory and others have developed the use of activity theory in education and learn-
ing. Kari Kuuti has also taken part in the development of activity theory for use in 
human computer interaction and defi nes it as:

  a philosophical and cross-disciplinary framework for studying different forms of human 
practices as development processes, with both individual and social levels interlinked at the 
same time. 

(Kuutti  1996 , p. 41)   

 Vygotsky originally founded activity theory based on a criticism of the behavior-
ist stimulus–response (S–R) model of human behavior – a theoretical model that 
explained human response to stimuli with prior positive or negative experience of a 
similar stimulus and response (Vygotsky  1978 , pp. 39–40). He found the S–R model 
too simple to explain human reasoning in a socio-cultural context and argued that 
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human action internally (in the mind) and externally (in the world) is mediated by 
some sort of mediator. Language is one such mediator that shapes the way we think. 
Tools are another kind of mediator – a hammer in hand mediates the way we think 
about and approach a task. Vygotsky also stressed that human action is goal-oriented. 
Leontjev moved on to add that human goal-directed action is subordinate to a motive 
and takes place under certain contextual conditions. Engeström  (  1987  )  took activity 
theory a step further by developing the understanding of the relation between indi-
vidual and collective. 

 Early works by Vygotsky  (  1978  )  used case studies to develop activity theory, 
but from these works, we cannot learn much about the methodology. One of the 
major contributors to activity theory-based methodology, Engeström  (  1987,   2009  )  
did, however, take his developmental research a step further by claiming that 
research based on activity theory should involve the researcher in action research 
like developmental cycles to fully uncover the nature of development. Kaptelinin 
et al.  (  1999  )  went on to suggest an activity check-list aimed at studies of human 
computer interaction – not specifi cally calling it case studies, but from their descrip-
tion of the check-list they were obviously a tool for organizing studies of cases of 
human computer interaction. Later on, Kaptelinin and Nardi  (  2006  )  and Spinuzzi 
 (  2003  )  have developed more comprehensive methods for organizing analysis and 
design processes aimed at different instances of human computer interaction. These 
methods thus fall into the expansive developmental research tradition of Engeström, 
but they also contribute to the body of methodological knowledge by developing 
tools with a specifi c domain in mind – and by developing tools aimed at both prac-
titioners and researchers. 

 For the research reported in this chapter, we draw on the analytical tools provided 
by Kaptelinin et al.  (  1999  ) . Our choice is based on the simple and yet knowledge 
generating nature of the methodology. This means that we have the following foci 
when designing data collection and analysis:

   Means/ends: Deals with the hierarchical nature of an activity – conditions, goals, • 
and motives for activities in the organization.  
  Environment: Deals with the objects in the context of an activity – tools and • 
technologies used in the organization and by its members.  
  Learning/cognition/articulation: Deals with the exchange between internal men-• 
tal processes and external processes – ways of thinking and how they interact 
with technological potential for representation in the world.  
  Development: Factors infl uencing change in the organization – the history of • 
core activities and how they shape present changes.    

 In our data collection, we have focused on all of the four major issues of the activ-
ity check-list when asking questions in interviews, reading documents, and examin-
ing ICT that are in use in the organization. For data collection, we have conducted 
qualitative interviews with key members of staff. In our search for key members of 
staff we look for what von Hippel  (  1986  )  defi nes as lead users. Lead users are users 
with the special quality that they can identify the needs of a larger population before 
the rest of the population does so. In our search for lead users we have also focused 
on fi nding the infl uential members of staff. We ended up with a teacher who is a 
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networked learning expert, two from the division responsible for the design and 
 support of networked learning systems, and the head of the study program Human 
Centered Informatics. We have also met 80 third semester students in a workshop-
like situation where the students were asked questions, discussed these, and returned 
short answers in writing. Finally, we have studied existing documents (research men-
tioned earlier in this section) and the primary system used so far: Lotus Quickplace. 

 We have chosen not to focus on the interaction with higher levels in the organiza-
tion and stick to actors very close to the technological infrastructure even though 
our interest in meso-level design might suggest a broader scope. We have done so 
because the head of studies and the study board behind him at the time of the data 
collection had the resources and power to make this kind of decisions without 
involving higher levels in the organization. It is, however, important that higher 
levels in the organizations allowed this kind of local decisions and that it was 
 possible to buy technical support for it in the organization. We thus plan to broaden 
to scope further in future research.  

   Analysis 

 The activity of interest is networked learning at Human Centered Informatics at 
Aalborg University and the aim of the analysis is to reveal practices and problems 
with the existing system, and also ideas and positions to the new system. The data 
analysis has been organized in two steps – fi rst we identifi ed different groups 
involved in realizing networked learning at Human Centered Informatics and then 
we read and coded our data with the activity checklist in mind. The major groups 
identifi ed were management, support, and key users, i.e., students and teachers. 
They are all important but of course they engage very differently and play different 
roles in realizing networked learning. In our report of the analysis, we go through the 
groups with focus on means and ends – the hierarchical structure of the activity. The 
hierarchical structure, that is the distinction between conditions, goals, and motives, 
opens for an understanding of different aspect of the use of technology, i.e., physical/
technical interactions, conceptual interactions, and contextual interactions (Kuutti 
and Bannon  1993  ) . Focus on means and ends imply furthermore that you start with 
identifying the goals of the various actions and then extend the scope of analysis 
both “up” to activity level and “down” to operations (Kaptelinin et al.  1999  ) . 

   Management 

 The fi rst theme, management, was informed by all interviews and by the students, 
but primarily by the interview with the manager of the program. This excerpt from 
the interview transcription (our translation) gives an impression of the statements of 
the head of program:
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  My only opinion is that we need to have a system that is super useful and super effi cient for 
the students […] but we also need a system that matches the ambitions we have […] we need 
something that match these and I am told and can see myself that Moodle perhaps meets this 
requirement better than Quickplace. And also it may be argued that Moodle, which we 
agreed on relatively fast, is more scalable and easy to handle in terms of implementing 
supplementary systems as ELG or Mahara […] which we also have ambitions to do. 

(Head of programme)   

 The motives directly or implicitly expressed by the head of program stress brand-
ing by use of state-of-the-art systems for networked learning. Since state-of-the-art 
shifts, he implicitly expresses a positive attitude toward change and implementation 
of a new technology. The head of program also emphasizes the students whom we 
interpret as his major concerns in the excerpt and in the interview in general. 
Emphasis on students is perhaps not surprising, but he could, however, also have 
chosen a more indirect approach to the students by bringing the working conditions 
of his administrative or teaching staff to the forefront of attention. 

 Lower in the hierarchical structure, we fi nd the more concrete activity and goals 
of the management. He admits that he has only used the existing platform very little. 
He has, however, experienced some of the problems with the platform reported by 
others: Often response times are rather slow (and worse if you use the wrong brows-
ers and operating systems) and from an esthetic point of view he regards the plat-
form as a disaster. In relation to the change of infrastructure for networked learning 
he has put together an expert group of researchers and support staff to help him 
choose a new platform for networked learning. What the head of program wants 
from the new platform in terms of actual use is, however, unclear and, based on the 
interview, it is our impression that he likes it that way. He wants the experts to tell 
him and the teachers how to proceed. 

 When managing Human Centered Informatics, the research done by the teachers 
in the program is a prominent condition. It is so in more ways; fi rstly a relatively 
large research center in the department researches networked e-learning; secondly 
another research center in the department researches media and esthetics, and 
thirdly, research-based programs have to develop content (and form) as time goes 
by and research develops new insights. These conditions altogether pose a context 
that infl uences the management toward choosing state-of-the-art networked learn-
ing environments – and perhaps also to put more emphasis on the esthetics of the 
networked learning environments. Other prominent conditions are the pedagogical 
culture and the organizational readiness to implement new systems. These condi-
tions are further discussed in the following sections.  

   Operation and Support 

 The operation and support of the learning platform are divided into two different 
tasks, the operation of the server and the support of users, that is students, teachers, 
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and administrative staff, using the platform. The support task is taken care of by a 
special section and the following is primarily informed by our interview with two 
people from this section. The people working in the section have the overall 
responsibility for organizing the support task and they use a group of (hired) students 
to take care of much of the actual support. The following excerpt from the interview 
transcription (our translation) gives an impression on the issues that are emphasized 
by the support section.

  Our role has been to organize the support. What kind of support and how should we deliver 
it? Who is going to do what? And so on. We have a group of student employees, how do we 
divide tasks, coordinate the duty roster, etc. […] we use mail lists and similar to communi-
cate internally […] part of the support is to document procedures, we have produced a 
manual on how to handle support, shift in semesters and so on, on e.g. Human Centered 
Informatics. 

(ICT supporters)   

 The original design/appropriation of Lotus Quickplace was based on a question-
naire to students which revealed a wish for a fl at structure with relatively immediate 
access to the particular places in the platform. Principles of immediate access and 
relevant overview have also guided the further appropriation of the platform, thus a 
major reorganization gave the users from Human Centered Informatics their own 
Lotus Quickplace with a common notice board and a room for each semester, 
recently a SMS service has been added in order to provide users with relevant 
information. 

 The ongoing support “peaks” every time a new semester is beginning and a major 
task for the support section is to make sure that all the semester forums/rooms on 
Lotus Quickplace are allocated with the right students, teachers, and courses. In the 
interview, the support people mention that they often hear students complain about 
the very different ways in which the system is used by the teachers. In other words, 
there are huge differences in the way the courses are organized, several teachers do 
not use it at all, etc., and that the students would like the teachers to follow a more 
uniform pattern of use. The support section have tried to accommodate these needs 
by developing a course forum template indicating the basic demands for content and 
offering support to teachers in setting up the courses. Without much success though 
as the teachers have shown no interest. 

 Much effort in the support section has been done to systematize and standardize 
the support task. Thus, a help list has been implemented to take care of the day-to-day 
support, FAQ-lists, list of general rules for use, formulas for requesting rooms for 
project groups, and a task-divisions list for internal use in the support section. Also, 
documentation of the various practices has been developed. 

 The target actions of the support section are the ongoing day-to-day support of 
the users and also an appropriation of the system. The main concern is on the day-
to-day support and they try to organize this as effectively as possible. The overall 
goal or motive is to deliver effective, useful, and prompt support and, in order to do 
so; they have developed tools and procedures to follow both for the users and for 
themselves. Questions concerning how to use the systems, e.g., the dissatisfactions 
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expressed by students about the teachers’ use of the system and the teachers’ lack of 
interest are of less concern.  

   Teachers and Students 

 The third theme, teachers and students, was informed by all interviews, by input 
from the students and by our reading of the Lotus Quickplace platform. The primary 
insights did, however, emerge from the teacher interview and from the inputs from 
the students. This excerpt from the interview transcription (our translation) gives an 
impression of the statements of the teacher:

  I would have liked to have more dialogue in Quickplace – I believed that I would have been 
able to make the students more active and thus I had planned to make a café […] for infor-
mal talks […]. My experience from other settings is that if you add some fun elements it 
may motivate students to log in just from curiosity to see what is going on […]. Some of 
them did not want to blog, just out of principle because they were forced to do so […]. But 
as the course was about basic ICT we have also used other tools […]. 

(Teacher).   

 The motives directly or implicitly expressed by the teacher points toward the peda-
gogical model of the program (PBL) as a core motivation. She stresses the importance 
of student involvement and active participation in the learning processes. The motive 
of the teacher is, however, challenged by students that repeatedly argue for more 
standardized teacher-generated input – e.g., lectures and readings. We interpret this as 
the students strive for a reduction of the uncertainty and stress that may follow when 
teachers hand over the responsibility for tasks and problem solving to the students. 

 At the activity and goal-oriented level of the activity, much attention from both 
teachers and students seemed to be given to day-to-day planning and accomplishment 
of teaching and learning activities. The teacher structured activities and published 
information to students. Sometimes she also searched for information about the con-
tent of other courses, but was often unsuccessful. The students spent time on fi nding 
out which activities they were expected to take part in and on preparing for the activi-
ties by reading or meeting with other students to work on tasks or projects. The busy 
lives on both the teacher side as well as on the student side might lead to a contradic-
tion founded in the division of labor: The teacher pushed tasks to the students and the 
students pushed tasks to teachers and administration. The input from students and 
from the interview with the support staff told us that a lot of students used the virtual 
group rooms in Lotus Quickplace to support collaboration in the project group work. 
Apparently, this practice was invisible to the management since a new facility for 
group collaboration was given less priority in the Moodle implementation (in spite of 
the emphasis on collaborative PBL) than the course management. 

 The conditions for teaching and learning practices indeed include the offi cial 
pedagogical model of the organization: PBL in different shapes and forms is very 
diffi cult to avoid. The platform for networked learning offered is another important 
condition – today, it is Lotus Quickplace and, in the future, it will be Moodle. 
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Platforms of different kinds that teachers and students use in other contexts also 
infl uence the way they interpret the needs of Human Centered Informatics. The 
teacher we interviewed know the platform First class from another program and 
likes the way it supports dialogue – and the students point toward Facebook for a 
well-functioning platform for communication and collaboration.   

   Discussion 

 It appears from the analysis that a multitude of issues, practices, and opinions forms 
the experience of the system in use and the decision to implement a new one. Different 
kinds of dissatisfaction have been expressed. A prevalent issue echoed in almost all 
interviews is that the existing system is infl exible meaning that there are too many 
levels to go through in order to get the desired information in, e.g., a specifi c course 
room. Also in general, the users fi nd the system slow in use, response time being too 
long and, too many operations are required in order to perform relatively simple 
actions as posting a piece of information. This experience forms a contrast to the 
intention of support staff to ease the user’s access and overview. This point to the fact 
that overview is highly sensitive to the actual context, but perhaps also that reproduc-
ing the structure from the physical context, e.g., semesters and courses, might not be 
the best solution. Another issue of dissatisfaction is expressed in the students’ request 
for a more consistent and homogeneous use of the system on the teachers’ part. 
Differences in use span from rather sparsely information, like a link to another sys-
tem or perhaps a course plan to comprehensive use from some teachers with lots of 
material, interactions, and dialogue opportunities distributed in several subrooms. 
Hence, there is a contradiction between the students’ needs for uniformity and a clear 
line of direction in where to fi nd what is expected on the one hand, and, on the other 
hand, the teachers’ need for doing things in their own way. This contradiction, that 
exists on the organizational level will of course not be solved by implementing a new 
system. Instead, it points to a basic discussion of what kind of role the “offi cial” 
system should have. Different systems and different use practices in educational 
activities are tolerated, which on the one hand gives the opportunity to experiment, 
to innovate or to do next to nothing, on the other hand this also means that the 
 students have to tolerate a wide variety of systems and use practices. Although 
the meso-level design and use of networked learning are mature in the sense that they 
are integrated, supported and have the attention of management, it is not at all clear 
how networked learning more specifi cally is supposed to be practiced. 

 If Tyre and Orlikowski  (  1994  )  are right, then Human Centered Informatics only 
have a small window of opportunity in which the existing unsatisfactory practices 
can be changed. This case study compared to earlier case studies in the same orga-
nization also suggests that Tyre and Orlikowski are right – very few changes have 
actually happened since the early days of the implementation of Lotus Quickplace. 
This suggests a need to work systematically with the development of new practices 
around the implementation of Moodle. What a suitable approach to development of 



1518 Implementation of an Infrastructure for Networked Learning

practices looks like depends on which perspective on change the organization 
adopts.    De Freitas and Oliver  (  2005  )  list fi ve different perspectives represented 
by fi ve models: the fordist model, the evolutionary model, the ecological model, 
the community of practice model, and the discourse-oriented model. The fordist 
model implies a strong management and emphasis on division of labor, whereas the 
evolutionary, ecological, community of practice, and discourse models imply a 
focus on learning (e.g., through a series of smaller developmental steps over time) 
and the importance of communication in the organization. In this case, one could 
argue that the evolutionary learning-oriented model has failed so far since the pre-
dominantly bottom-up approach to development by means of Lotus Quickplace has 
failed. This is, however, not to argue that the fordist model would be a better 
approach to change management in the organization. The evolutionary learning-
oriented models    still have something to offer, but management and other parties 
involved need to accept that the evolutionary models also call for active participa-
tion, intervention, evaluation, and dissemination in the organization for the learning 
to take place and inform future practice. This implies that some sort of management 
intervention is desirable if the organization is to secure an implementation of Moodle 
that helps to develop teaching and learning practice in Human Centered Informatics. 
Drawing on the inspiration from Stein et al.  (  2011  ) , it seems reasonable to aim for a 
process model that integrates different kinds of support for teachers (and students) 
with different attitudes and approaches to ICT. Drawing on the inspiration from the 
activity checklist (Kaptelinin et al.  1999  )  and keeping in mind the critique expressed 
by management, teacher(s), and students regarding the lack of shared visions for the 
use of networked learning, it becomes increasingly evident that Human Centered 
Informatics needs to work on both the why (why networked learning?) and the how 
(how are we going to use networked learning?).  

   Conclusion 

 We set out to uncover the meso-level conditions under which institutional actors 
decide upon ICT strategies for networked learning purposes. Moreover, we have 
drawn on a defi nition stating that networked learning is learning in which ICT is 
used to promote connections between actors in the learning ecology. Just as we 
suspected actors in the organization have quite different reasons for suggesting 
strategies for change that are also quite different in nature. Based on    our literature 
study, case study, and discussion there is no reason to conclude that one strategy is 
better or for that matter more correct than another. Each strategy and its associated 
goals suggested that change should focus on issues that are important to different 
kinds of actors. Instead of searching for  one  correct strategy, we suggest that orga-
nizations aim for a multitude of interacting change strategies. A multitude of strate-
gies that interact would build on the multitude of perspectives we have observed in 
our case and be in concurrence with the idea that nodes in the network are different 
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and connects differently. There will, however, still be a need to balance common 
overall development goals and local private goals of individual teachers. 

 In Table  8.1 , we generalize these fi ndings in a Matrix inspired by Thompson and 
Tuden  (  1959  ) . The purpose of the table is not to identify the situation as one of the 
four prototypical situations mentioned. On the contrary, it is an attempt to display 
the complexity in working with ICT strategies for networked learning purposes. In 
the case of Human Centered Informatics some actors and tasks are in one situation, 
whereas other actors and task are in another situation, and at the same time. There 
is also no indication that the organization should aim for a situation with complete 
agreement on goals and technology since it would hinder the dynamics of the devel-
oping learning network. On the contrary, the infrastructure should support both the 
ordinary services defi ned by agreement of goal and technology and leave room for 
trying out new ideas. And the point is that in order to develop networked learning 
practices in the organization there should also be incentives to experiment with 
 different technologies (how) and to take part in discussion on the reasons for and 
values of networked learning (why).       
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    Introduction 

   We routinely live at different scales, in different contexts, and at different settings – Default, 
Phone-only, Avatar On, Everything Off – on a number of screens, each with its own size, 
interface, and resolution, and across several time zones. We change pace often, make con-
tact with diverse groups and individuals, sometimes for hours, other times for minutes, 
using means of communication ranging from the most encrypted and syncopated to the 
most discursive and old-fashioned, such as talking face-to-face … We isolate ourselves in 
the middle of crowds within individual bubbles of technology, or sit alone at our computers 
to tune into communities of like-minded souls or to access information about esoteric topics 
(Antonelli  2008 , 15–16).   

 The scale of the collective on the Internet astounds. Yahoo reports over 115 million 
members in its 10 million groups (Preimesberger  2010  ) . Technorati  (  2008  )  reports 
900,000 blog posts made every 24 h. In 2011, more than 500 million active users 
were on Facebook spending more than 700 billion minutes each month interacting 
with 900 million objects (i.e. pages, groups) (Facebook, 2011). According to 
YouTube  (  2011  ) , 24 h of videos are uploaded to their site every minute, the equiva-
lent of over 150,000 full-length movies each week. Although these statistics are in 
fl ux, they suggest that for many people, spaces and places on the Web have become 
an integral part of their lives. This may include seeking out learning opportunities in 
online communities. But how does one come to be connected with others for learn-
ing? How do people negotiate the materiality of screens and settings; discussion 
boards, RSS feeds and avatars; passwords and Facebook profi les? 

 To explore the implications of people and objects intertwined in materially 
imbued learning activities, this research study asks: “How do the interactions 
between Web technologies and self-employed workers shape work-related learning 
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practices of self-employed workers in online communities?” Non-standard workers 
(including the self-employed) are a signifi cant part of the labour force, often left on 
their own to create spaces for learning activities. Increasingly, workspaces are 
hybrid spaces – temporally, spatially and relationally – with this workforce perched 
precariously on the edge of such changes. Many people, including self-employed 
workers, are venturing into an array of online communities. The online communi-
ties of interest in this study were spaces  outside  the auspices of formal courses: 
gatherings of people online which are more organic and formed because people are 
interested in exploring a topic with others. Professional associations, workplaces 
and commercial enterprises may also nurture such spaces. 

 These digital terrains are replete with complex relational and material practices. 
In this chapter, I delve into the sociomaterial nature of informal work-related 
learning practices in such spaces. Because connectivity in cyberspace entails a 
mishmash of entanglements, alliances, resistances and willing partnerships between 
technology objects and (non)human actants, presencing of materiality is important. 
By bringing them out of the background, Web technologies and their politics in 
learning processes can be examined. This chapter also illustrates how Actor 
Network Theory (ANT) can be used to address such research questions, offering 
some additional theoretical resources to networked learning researchers. 

 Taking a relational view of learning, networked learning focuses on connections 
among learners, other people, learning resources and technologies (Goodyear et al. 
 2004  ) . Learning is thus a connected, interactive and fl uid process. Emphasized in 
the Networked Learning Manifesto (E-Quality Network  2002  )  is the need to attend 
to the connectivity between these diverse network elements as well as the processes, 
generated by such connectivity, which support learning. Although networked 
learning analysis does not necessarily privilege human–human relations (Jones 
et al.  2008  ) , it is clear that appropriate conceptual and theoretical tools are required 
to explore other types of relations, particularly human–non-human associations. 
ANT is one perspective that enables both relational and material exploration of 
heterogeneous networks. Latour  (  2002 , 250) muses, “We never tame technologies, 
not because we lack suffi ciently powerful masters, not because technologies, once 
they have become ‘autonomous’, function according to their own impulse … but 
because they are a true form of mediation”. We are never “in ourselves” but rather 
co-constituted with the objects around us. The nature of the co-constitutive and 
performative relationship between people and Web-computer technologies com-
plicates work-learning practices online and encourages researchers to bring these 
Web technologies to critical inquiry. 

 ANT is a unique collection of  sociomaterial  understandings, concerned with 
associations between human and non-human actants in day-to-day practices. ANT 
creates an opening for regarding “technology” as one entity entwined in relation with 
other entities – human or non-human. Thus, objects, such as grass, can do things in 
the world, just as atoms and Popeye do (Harman  2009  ) . The  principle of symmetry  
emphasizes heterogeneous networks composed of people (humans) and objects 
(materials), both of which are treated analytically in the same way. ANT is a philo-
sophical orientation, not a learning theory  per se . Nevertheless, ANT emphasizes 
how learning (and other practices) emerges as the effect of a network of relations. 
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 By studying particular webs of relations, researchers can better understand 
the sociomateriality of learning practices. As Fenwick  (  2010  )  explains, ANT 
challenges the overt focus on human processes in learning by foregrounding the 
material world and treating it as continuous with the human. This chapter draws on 
ANT to explore human–non-human connections and entanglements in an effort to 
deepen the understanding of different confi gurations of relationships possible within 
a networked learning perspective. Such an analysis does not reify objects, such as 
Web technologies, making them more important than human actors. Nor does it 
privilege or diminish the role of technology vis a vis pedagogy. Rather, ANT’s 
contribution is to explore the associations that ensue when technologies become 
actants within networks and the effect of these entanglements on learning practices 
and processes, including pedagogy. 

 The chapter begins with how relationships between technologies and humans are 
positioned in the literature. I, then, explain how ANT was used to guide the analytic 
work in this research project. Data is presented to explore the sociomaterial nature 
of online work-related learning practices. The chapter concludes with a discussion 
of the political implications of such extensive entanglements between people and 
objects (namely, Web technologies).  

   Attending to Materiality 

 There is much said about how technology is framing new ways of knowing. Labelled 
the participatory Web, Web2.0 ostensibly offers openness, user control, dynamic par-
ticipatory bottom-up construction of knowledge, sharing and collective intelligence. 
However, it is an amorphous term. Alexander  (  2006  )  explains that Web2.0 is often 
applied to a mix of familiar and emergent Web services. Others argue that Web2.0 is 
not just a set of technologies, but is a set of new  practices  (Bonderup Dohn  2008  ) . 
Ryberg’s  (  2008 , 664) assertion is fi tting: “It is not only a matter of adopting new 
technologies, but equally concerns the interaction between technological, pedagogi-
cal and organizational understandings of practice and knowledge”. 

 The promise of online communities is wrapped up in the Web2.0 rhetoric and 
thus constructed by the media, developers of “community” software, the research 
literature and even educators. One assertion is that ways of knowing are changing 
because of the shift in how people use and create knowledge: a shift facilitated by 
Web-based technologies. In the more “socially connected Web, people can contrib-
ute as much as they consume” (Anderson  2007 , 4). In this sense, knowledge becomes 
“decentred, multiple and less hierarchical” (Edwards and Usher  2008 , 120). As 
relationships between people and technologies change, we are witnessing a change 
in our relationship with knowledge, what is meant by learning, and how learning 
progresses (Haythornthwaite  2008  ) . 

 Bryant  (  2005 , para. 4) explains that the shift in the way we communicate and 
collaborate “is not the technology itself – there is remarkably little that we can do 
now that wasn’t possible 5 years ago – but rather the critical mass of connectivity 
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between people that we are fi nally reaching”. It would seem that it is the practices 
or, to use Young’s  (  2006 , 257) phrase, the “sociality”  around  Web2.0, not the 
properties of the technology itself, which drives this reconfi guration of ways of 
knowing. Access to social media applications does not automatically transform 
someone into a producer of knowledge. It is only when these new technology objects 
link to other objects and people –  creating new socialities  – that there is potential 
for these networks to generate new ways of knowledge creation: knowledge with its 
own social-material life. As this chapter illustrates, this is an uncertain, fractious 
and fl uid process. 

   Overlooked, But Not Forgotten 

 Several issues become apparent in the Web2.0 literature: (a) despite cautionary 
voices, much rhetoric is generated by technology enthusiasts and commercial agendas; 
(b) empirical work on how Web technologies address pedagogical needs is a nascent 
area of research, with a strong focus on incorporation into formal classrooms and 
(c) technologies are often backgrounded or treated in an overly deterministic way. 
This chapter addresses the third critique by foregrounding relevant Web technolo-
gies and objects that knit together with human actants to form a sense of online 
community and the enactment of work-related learning practices. 

 Because objects “require new ways of interacting with them even as they fi nd 
new ways to interact with us” (Waltz  2006 , 56), it is vital to untangle the alliances 
between technologies and human actors. Objects are sidelined in many educational 
studies and theorizing. Yet, Web technologies are signifi cant, given how they are 
enmeshed in changing ways of knowing, learning and working. Latour  (  2002 , 248) 
argues that technologies belong to the human world in modalities other than 
“instrumentality, effi ciency or materiality”. He adds that instead, it is best to speak 
about technologies “in the mode of the  detour ”. In other words, the mediation of 
technology experiments with  being-as-another  or  alterity : without these technological 
detours, the “properly human cannot exist” (251). And so, hybrid subject–objects 
“emerge” within networks. Introna  (  2007 , 14) uses the example of a consultant 
using a mobile phone. In using the mobile phone, the phone and the consultant are 
reconstituted. The phone “is no longer ‘merely’ an object and the consultant becomes 
a human that embodies the possibility to contact and be contacted at a distance”. 
Thus, technologies and people fold into each other. Human and non-human actants 
are in a co-constitutive relationship. 

 ANT brings relevant objects to the forefront along with human actants and 
offers a different way to examine work-learning practices in online communities. 
ANT advocates that actants – human or non-human – are co-constituted in webs of 
relations with other actants. An actor-network exists only because of ties between 
entities. Callon  (  1987 , 93) explains that “an actor-network is simultaneously an 
 actor  whose activity is networking heterogeneous elements and a  network  that is 
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able to redefi ne and transform what it is made of” (emphasis added). It is through 
interactions between actants in networks that learning, ways of knowing and 
knowledge are performed. When actants are joined together, “stuff” (ideas, 
practices, actions, intentions, inscriptions, innovations) circulates in the conduits. 
ANT is interested in the work that goes on to build, maintain and disassemble 
these confi gurations and questions how actants end up juxtaposed and enacted 
with others. 

 Distinctions are often made between ANT and after-ANT. Law  (  2009  )  suggests 
that the new material semiotics is caught up in sensibilities, such as enactment, 
multiplicities, fl uidity and ontological politics. Notions of obligatory passage 
points, centralized control and rigid actor-networks feature more prominently in 
early ANT studies. In this chapter, I draw on four ANT concepts, primarily from 
after-ANT theorizing as these best fi t the nature of the phenomena explored: passages, 
translation, socio-technical constructions and black boxes. These concepts are 
explained throughout the chapter.   

   Exploring Actor-Networks 

 In an effort to bring Web technologies to critical inquiry, they are treated as key 
participants in this study. The participant list, therefore, included postings; avatars; 
tool bars; emoticons; archives; community member profi les; viruses; hyperlinks; 
the delete button; passwords and the technology that delivers postings, such as 
e-mail, discussion forum or RSS feed. Human actants included “newbies”, “wan-
nabes”, colleagues, “big names”, celebrities, competitors, posers, lurkers, employ-
ment recruiters, clients, friends, strangers and the online paparazzi. 

 Human participants in this study were own-account self-employed workers 
(contractors and consultants who do not have staffs). Semi-structured interviews, 
which varied in length from 1 to 2 h, were conducted with 11 self-employed work-
ers to explore how they engaged with others online and how the online spaces and 
interactions described provided (or did not provide) a sense of online community. 
They ranged in age from 35 to 51. These workers had been self-employed for 
6 months to 21 years and worked in a variety of fi elds: consultants (in international 
development, organizational change, leadership development or occupational 
health); the learning fi eld (e-learning designer, corporate trainer, sessional university 
instructor); one was a sport psychologist, another was a graphic artist and another 
a day-care provider; two were entrepreneurs in the midst of (re)defi ning their 
business. 

 Regarding the non-human participants, Michael  (  2004 , 20) argues that enti-
ties should not be “spoken ‘about’, ‘for’, or ‘of’”. Instead, the researcher “speaks 
‘with’, ‘by’, ‘through’ and ‘as’ these entities”. Therefore, my task as researcher was 
to collect data  with  these objects. I developed several heuristics for “interviewing” 
objects: follow the actors, study breakdowns and accidents, untangle tensions 
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and construct co(a)gents (see Adams and Thompson  2011 ; Thompson  2010  ) . Briefl y, 
Latour  (  2005  )  advocates “following the actors”, noticing what an actor – either 
human or material – is compelling other entities to do. Another strategy for 
catching glimpses of objects in motion is to study accidents and breakdowns. 
Michael  (  2000 , 24) comments that when intermediaries break down, “we suddenly 
become aware of their mediating role: all the work … [and] arrangements that 
enable them to be ordinary, invisible, become spectacularly apparent”. The third 
heuristic highlights how both stabilizations and disruptions are a necessary tension. 
Paying attention to efforts to stabilize  and  disrupt is another way to catch a glimpse 
of objects in interaction and helps to map many contradictions. Finally, Michael 
 (  2004  )  describes a  co(a)gent  as human and non-human operating together to 
produce patterns of connection. Using this concept, researchers can then trace the 
patterns of connections that comprise different co(a)agents. 

 Latour  (  2005  )  advises against starting with a pre-defi ned group and instead to 
follow the actors. In this spirit, I articulated the actor-networks implicated in the 
practices described by these self-employed workers and then started to unravel 
these. A list of 30 incidents was developed into 11 anecdotes. Each of these anecdotes 
served as an entry point for analysis. In Latour’s terminology, these anecdotes 
enabled me to create conduits into the rest of my data and became layered as new 
associations and connections with other data came into focus. I was prompted to 
pull in other participants’ experiences and continue to unravel networks. Choosing 
which entities to follow and networks to untangle is political decision made by the 
researcher. Following actors became an overwhelming task at times as more interac-
tions and actants emerged. It is comforting to realize that the point is not to create 
an exhaustive list of all possible entities or to describe everything going on but 
rather to look for “mediators making other mediators do things” (Latour  2005 , 217). 
Consistent with this focus, two anecdotes are presented and explored in this chapter. 
Each refl ects a layering of other participants’ experiences as well as inclusion of 
both human and non-human “voices”. Readers interested in exploring other data 
from this study may refer to Thompson  (  2010  ) . 

 In this study, online communities were not  containers  for online activities but 
rather  networks  of relations in fl ux: sociomaterial specifi cities constantly being 
enacted. These enactments led to different ways of knowing and different work-
related learning practices. To examine how evolving inter-relationships between 
technologies and people shaped work-learning practices, one of my fi rst realizations 
was that participating “in” an online community (which is itself constantly being 
performed) was a series of journeys and passages. It also became apparent that these 
passages or moves towards stabilizing tenuous actor-networks were countered by 
unpredictable disruptions, creating ongoing (dis)orderings that transformed networks. 
I begin with these explorations. A deeper examination of the entanglements between 
human and non-human actants led to questions about “who’s taming who”. The 
chapter concludes with an exploration of the politics of technology invoked by 
such extensive connectivity.  
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   Passages and Journeys 

 Actants move. Networks shift. Relations stretch and sometimes rupture. Work-related 
learning in online communities is not a seamless or singular experience, as this 
data anecdote illustrates:

  Liz is part of a close online group that has recently moved from communicating via group 
e-mails to a “proper” discussion forum. The discussions are lively, people check in through-
out the day, and they are learning. Their group has become popular and new people are 
asking to join. But these new people do not seem to participate. “We ask them to introduce 
themselves. Invite them to share their questions and opinions. Nothing”. Behind the scenes, 
the original nine are disgruntled and e-mail each other back and forth. “This is not a com-
munity for lurkers”, they say. With no public announcement they make a sudden move back 
to dialoguing by e-mail. Several years later, they are still e-mailing and a few of them get 
together. They have moved on in their careers, their work changed, the conversations differ-
ent, but the relationships continue to grow stronger. Liz has no idea what happened to the 
discussion forum.   

 Even though this network is constantly mutating, it is searching for a workable 
confi guration of technologies and people to keep them connected in the way they 
want. The sense of an ongoing journey suggests a “nomadic” actor-network. Moser 
and Law’s  (  1999  )  exploration of dis/ability as the performance of specifi c passages 
between specifi c material arrays is helpful here. Brought into focus are the “character 
of the materials which en/able those passages and the arrays which secure or do not 
secure them” (201). Moser and Law explore “necessary passages” which order 
relations. “Good” passages are described as “moving smoothly between different 
specifi cities and their materialities. ‘Bad’ passages are about awkward displace-
ments, movements that are diffi cult or impossible” (205). The notion of  passages  as 
fl uid, multiple and performative changes to relations is a helpful ANT concept to 
explore how actor-networks shift. It does not presuppose, as in earlier ANT work, a 
centering obligatory passage point. 

 The assembly of actants described by Liz shifts several times, evoking a 
number of passages. The move from a small group connected by e-mail to a larger 
group with many new people in an online discussion forum is one passage. But this 
move transforms their daily exchanges into a fi shbowl: a few people discussing 
and the rest looking on anonymously. This passage is not welcome. Instead of 
colleagues, they become performers and audience. The closing of ranks and move-
ment back to e-mail – and enrolling other objects, such as birthday cards, telephone 
and dinner invitations – is a necessary passage for this small group to keep the 
collegial exchange in circulation.  Enrolment  is an ANT way of examining the way 
entities are brought into, or kept in, a network. Thus, birthday cards sent from one 
person to another help knit these people together. It seems that each passage brings 
about a different enactment of online community and a different enactment of work 
learning. Despite changes in the shape of these different confi gurations – or different 
specifi cities (in Moser and Law’s  (  1999  )  terminology) – they are surprisingly 
fl uid passages. 
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 With each passage, there is a possibility that the actor-network might break 
apart. But there is something about the fl uidity of the passages and objects in these 
networks that keep the enactment of the most important relations and conduits intact 
for over 12 years. Mol and Law  (  1994 , 643) suggest that social space may behave 
like a fl uid: “sometimes boundaries come and go, allow leakages or disappear 
altogether, while relations transform themselves without fracture”. The series of 
confi gurations outlined by Liz suggest a series of passages, one version of a network 
gently morphing into another version. The core group of people, conversations and 
camaraderie stays intact, withstanding the disruptions of new people, the fi shbowl 
confi guration and the discussion forum technologies. Law  (  2002 , 99) suggests that 
fl uid objects help to enact a fl uid form of space in part due to mobile boundaries. He 
is careful to point out that sometimes things and relations can change so much that 
they become unrecognizable. Liz’s actor-networks do not change beyond recognition. 
Although each passage brings about a different enactment of online community, 
these  necessary  passages, abetted by fl uid objects, serve to maintain the connections 
and circulations that are most valued.  

   Stabilizations and Upsets 

 Liz’s collective is looking for a home, trying out confi gurations and moving on until 
it feels right. Despite ongoing (dis)assembly, this actor-network seeks stability. The 
data highlights how both the self-employed workers and Web technologies act to 
stabilize enactments of an online community. However, such networks are unpre-
dictable and fraught with resistances. ANT theorists attend to both the stable and the 
fl uid. Latour  (  2005  )  argues the importance of attending to what network elements 
have been stabilized, given that a “normal” state of any network is one of fl ux and 
unpredictability. Establishing and maintaining durable networks is a move to stability. 
However, small refusals and disconnections were evident in this study. As Moser 
and Law  (  1999  )  explain, not everything is as it seems. Passages may be presupposed 
or normatively prescribed and public smoothnesses often conceal both work and 
private disruptions. 

 These tensions are explored in this section, drawing on the key ANT tenet of 
 translation . Translation describes the actions and alliances working to keep an actor-
network functioning and stabilized. It is a way of arranging. Through a series of 
translations, entities interface with others, change and become linked. Fenwick and 
Edwards  (  2010 , 12) explain: “ANT’s notion of translation helps to unpick practices, 
processes and precepts to trace how things come to be”. 

 In Liz’s nomadic community, the sense of being infi ltrated by outsiders has ripple 
effects throughout the network and leads to a stabilization. Purposefully excluding 
some cuts the network and shapes a new confi guration which draws a tighter circle 
around a smaller group. A heightened sense of inclusion results. By excluding the 
new people who merely lurk, a new circulation is mobilized: a reaffi rmation 
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that, “ We  are all equally committed to this group and participate accordingly. 
 We  don’t lurk”. Enrolling objects to help the group close ranks is done purposefully. 
For example, as Liz explained, e-mail addresses are made available only to select 
people. They are not shared with all. When the group reverts back to e-mail, this 
bundle of technologies (objects) re-establishes boundaries. New actants, such as 
birthday cards and dinner invitations, are then enrolled and help stabilize this new 
confi guration. 

 Upsets and refusals can also lead to stabilizations through a reordering of ele-
ments. Changing media is a resistance by Liz’s group to the upset of “infi ltration” 
by outsiders. Reordering leads to a new and stable configuration. However, 
stabilizations are ongoing negotiations. As Nespor  (  1994 , 12) writes, “networks 
expand, contract, and shift confi guration over time, and even the most stable and 
predictable of them are constantly being reappropriated and redefi ned by the 
nature of the fl ows that animate them”. 

 At times, networks are too porous. Entities are easily hijacked and moved 
into different confi gurations, creating upsets. For example, in order to make an 
online space conducive to learning, people share. Making postings, sharing 
attachments, sending and reading private messages and disclosing personal 
information are common. In the following anecdote, these kinds of texts fl owed 
freely until an incident:

  Lee feels very comfortable in his online community. It is a close knit group and they are 
online almost every day. One day he opens an attachment from a new community member 
only to discover it is loaded with viruses that proceed to attack his hard drive. It also con-
tains personal and private information about him. He spends the next year trying to erase all 
records of his identity on the Internet.   

 This is an upset. This is not supposed to happen. Lee becomes more cautious. His 
relationship to other Web-based technologies changes. Artefacts strewn over the 
Web now seem to reveal rather than just share – they have become things that need 
to be hidden, destroyed or managed. Information is translated from something that 
is shared, in order to build a connection and learn with others, into something that 
reveals. Lee’s online practices change as he resists this intrusion and tries to prevent 
future incidents by making his Internet presence less ephemeral so he can better 
control it. 

 This is a passage about digital trails and online security. It is not an easy journey. 
One’s Internet presence – the places you have been and the things you said and did – 
is amalgamated and translated into a  digital trail , which is public and not easy to 
alter. Attending to online security and its related technologies (objects) has become 
a necessary passage. There are ongoing negotiations of boundaries as Lee wrestles 
with how much public exposure he can tolerate. For Lee, these ongoing negotiations 
to be protected, unexposed and virus-free have become more onerous. The percep-
tion of connection to others with just a click of a key knits together all sorts of 
assumptions and alliances. Lee’s experience reveals that there can be a price for a 
sense of connection online.  
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   Who’s Taming Who? 

 Instability is inherent in stable relations between actants. Actants juxtaposed in an 
actor-network come and go, change and want different things. For most of these 
self-employed workers, there was a sense of wanting to be able to control the 
interactions in their online communities enough to reap the benefi ts effi ciently while at 
the same time being open to the serendipitous way of learning offered by the Web. 
The actants’ stories are rife with attempts to tame or discipline; attempts to order. 
As human actants attempt to tame the technology, the technologies in use are 
doing their part to tame other actants. Participants want to control their online inter-
actions and work hard to make them effi cient and predictable. They are well-aware 
that time online can get out of control resulting in billable time lost and unproduc-
tive distractions. They enrol numerous objects in this quest: fi lters, the delete button, 
subject lines, the clock, clicking on “unsubscribe” and opting for digest versions of 
online conversations. At the same time, the technologies in use in this research 
study are doing their part to discipline other actants. One such strategy is to make 
things (appear to be) easy to do. Reliance on default settings and delegating tasks to 
the technologies (objects) is apparent. Some people stay in an online community 
simply because by default the technology continues to keep them connected: 
messages just keep coming into an inbox. Digest versions of online conversations 
are a delegation to technology to amalgamate and forward – daily or weekly – a 
compilation of all the contributions to the discussion forums. 

   Socio-Technical Constructions 

 Both technologies and human actants are busy taming each other in attempts to 
(dis)order passages. But not in a deterministic way, as ANT moves past that 
thinking. The data describes entanglements between humans and non-humans that 
make it very diffi cult to separate the two. Rather, these self-employed workers and 
the Web technologies in use are  co-constituted  in the work-learning practices 
described. Introna  (  2007 , 14) states that technologies “fold into us as much as we 
fold into them”. Think about a consultant with a cell phone, a chef and his knives, 
the doctor and her stethoscope. Suchman  (  2007 , 286) concludes that it is not about 
“assigning agency either to persons or to things but to identify the materialization 
of subjects, objects, and the relations between them as an effect … of ongoing 
sociomaterial practices”. 

 The ANT notion of co-constitution is important here. Michael  (  2000  )  suggests 
that rather than speaking of humans and objects as two distinct entities, perhaps 
both are  socio-technical constructions : hybrid human and object entanglements. In 
this study, a prominent entanglement is one’s digital trail, a hybrid of text/
images + the screen + hyperlinks + the person. As Lee discovers, his Internet presence 
is translated into a  digital trail  over which he has limited control. Yet, one’s digital 
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presence is often important professionally. Boyd  (  2006 , 14) states that “from the 
fl ow of text in chatrooms to the creation of Profi les, people are regularly projecting 
themselves into the Internet so that others may view their presence and interact 
directly with them”. As these self-employed workers explained, it is logical to 
expect that others, such as potential clients or partners, Google you. The socio-
technical construction of one’s digital trail mediates boundaries between private 
and public worlds, ability to manage one’s professional image and perceptions of 
control and ownership. The complexity and sophistication of the hybrids in circulation, 
such as one’s digital trail, raises questions, which I explore in the next section.   

   The Politics of Technology 

 This chapter has explored sociomaterial interactions between Web technologies 
and self-employed workers. I employ one of the classic and productive ANT 
approaches to further untangle the co-constitutive nature of online work-learning 
practices: opening  black boxes . Latour  (  1987  )  explains that when many elements 
are made to act as one, a black box is created. By patiently tracing threads between 
human and non-human actants that appear to be unifi ed and/or foolproof, ANT 
researchers unpack networks of alliances, often reawakening controversies 
(Harman  2009  ) . 

 The relational and material dimensions of learning practices has implications. 
Introna  (  2007 , 15) writes that folded into the “nexus of human and technology rela-
tionships are (un)intentions, (im)possibilities, (dis)functions, affordances/prohibi-
tions that renders possible some ways of being and not others, that serves the (il)
legitimate interests of some and not others”. ANT contributions to this debate come 
from Latour’s insistence on acknowledging the place of non-human actants within 
a political remit (making things public) and Law and Mol’s work on ontological 
politics which recognizes multiple, overlapping and contested networks and reali-
ties. Three issues were highlighted by the data in this study and critical to work-
learning practices in online communities: delegation, invisible practices and 
necessary literacies. Each presents opportunities for further study. 

   Delegation 

 In this study, when a person participates in an online collective, objects offer – or are 
chosen – to distribute a person’s commentary. These technologies take on the role 
of archiving, indexing and amalgamating this content. Some of these delegations 
are more visible than others and a person may be given some options. Nevertheless, 
bits and pieces of one’s activities often become black boxed by technologies into 
something more opaque than transparent. Indeed, ubiquitous computing is designed 
with the premise that technologies will fade into the background (van Dijk  2010  ) . 
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 Introna  (  2007  )  states that although decisions and actions are often delegated to 
technology because it is convenient or necessary, we are often unaware of what we 
have delegated and always delegate more than we realize. While we can appreciate 
gains in usefulness, effi ciency or convenience, awareness of the subtle changes in 
our way of being emerges over longer periods of time. For example, Chesher  (  2002 , 7) 
declares that when learning new software, “I have tied myself to an upgrade path. 
The tasks become habitual and I can no longer perform them without this software”. 
Think about the ubiquity of e-mail and how many of us have tied ourselves to being 
an e-mailer. Juxtaposed with Web-computer technologies, our way of communi-
cating and being has changed over time. 

 It is the arrival of the virus that sparks Lee’s realization of how revealing his digi-
tal trail is. Yet,  not  engaging with an array of objects and Web technologies makes 
it impossible to be someone who is connected online or to engage in learning online. 
There is much discussion around privacy, security and ownership of Web and e-mail 
data. Anderson  (  2007 , 52) speculates that if some of the more negative aspects of 
Web2.0 persist, “it is quite possible to envisage … ‘Web 3.0’ as a backlash to 
Web2.0: where software that ‘cleans up’ after you, erasing your digital path through 
the information space, and identity management services, are at a premium”. 
Diligently opening black boxes is crucial to managing the potential negative 
implications of delegating done in the cause of “online presence”. Latour  (  2005  )  
maintains that ANT’s distinctive politics can highlight how relations come to be 
stabilized so that “matters of concern” are not quietly and prematurely turned into 
“matters of fact”.  

   Invisible Work 

 By opening black boxes, the invisible is made momentarily visible. After a strong 
focus for a decade on actants  in  the network, there is a noticeable shift among ANT 
theorists to explore the “stuff” not present – the invisible. Attending to the  not so 
visible  is a political move. Law  (  2004  )  advocates more ontological radicalism to 
attend to difference and to reach the elusive, absent and other. Because the Internet 
has become an everyday technology – mundane and accessible – we often do not 
think twice about the complex work that goes into being engaged online. In her 
research on a public health initiative, Singleton  (  2005 , 782) concludes that “the 
practices that construct the mundanity and accessibility [of the program] also serve 
to make the complexity and heterogeneity of the work of practice invisible”. 
Considering online learning, Haythornthwaite  (  2008 , 599) draws attention to how 
the hype over online communities ignores the efforts and techniques embedded in 
roles which are “now swept away as every individual is [her/his] own teacher, 
journalist, librarian, writer, and publisher”. 

 The work that Lee now takes on daily to ensure a safe online presence is not 
something that most self-employed workers can include as billable time. The work 
that Liz’s group did over the years to build a connected and collegial space 
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conducive to learning was largely invisible to, and perhaps not appreciated by, the 
new people who entered  en masse . The efforts that go into fi nding and joining an 
online space are likewise sidelined. The works done by all the participants in this 
study to build appropriate online literacies are expected and unremarkable, despite 
the signifi cant outlay of time, money and effort reported.  

   Information and Media Literacies 

 Despite the wide-open nature of the Web, there are differences in the way people 
are able to access and leverage learning opportunities. Data suggests that disconti-
nuities in this study included uneven distributions of: pre-existing knowledge and 
networks, ease grasping and working within community norms, capacity to connect 
with the right people, skill in framing questions and ability to participate online (and 
take it offl ine) in ways that enhance learning. Although the technology for the most 
part is not overly complex, it did create complex situations for some participants 
around online safety, anonymity and privacy. Being disciplined and strategic is an 
essential aspect of informal learning practices in an online context. This seemed to 
be easier for some than others. Singleton  (  2005  )  maintains that when access and 
competence are unevenly distributed, different capacities to negotiate specifi c 
technologies become evident: a political issue. 

 In this study, confi gurations did not always successfully align to achieve the 
sense of community most conducive to these workers’ purposes. The notion of 
“community” is well-known (albeit often problematic) and the technology in many 
instances is little more complicated than e-mail. Yet, as this study has shown, the 
enactment of learning comprised new objects, relations and mobilization of practices. 
Adult educators risk underestimating the literacies required to participate in these 
online spaces if these spaces are seen as little different than e-mail or doing a Google 
search. These literacies encompass more than being able to use technology. They 
include ethical and responsible use of the Internet, attending to safety on the Internet 
and ability to navigate complex intellectual property, privacy, data security and 
authenticity issues (Oblinger  2008  ) .   

   Conclusion 

 This chapter explores the sociomaterial interactions between Web technologies 
and self-employed workers engaged in work-related learning in online communi-
ties in order to gain insight into the politics of technology and the implications of 
such profound intertwining of people and objects in everyday learning practices. 
Although networked learning acknowledges the signifi cance of technology in the 
co-construction of knowledge (see Beaty et al.  2010  ) , trying to understand human–
technology entanglements is a complex undertaking and a relatively new area of 



170 T.L. Thompson

educational research. In this chapter, I have drawn on ANT in an effort to explore 
such juxtapositions. I drew on four ANT concepts to guide data analysis: passages, 
translation, socio-technical constructions and black boxes. As Fox  (  2009  )  explains, 
applying ANT to such questions entails seeing the learner and the learning process 
in a distinctive way: as network effects. 

 Networked learning researchers and practitioners seem to be interested in 
more radical pedagogies, often taking a critical stance towards the role of tech-
nology. ANT provides useful conceptual tools for trying to get at the particular and 
everyday, especially practices which have become taken for granted or opaque. 
Law  (  2007 , 126) writes that if practices do cohere as learning practices, this is only 
temporary, and paradoxically if practices look streamlined, then it is because the 
bits that do not fi t and the choreography that holds it all together are not visible or 
understood. ANT can be used to explore this work of choreography, especially the 
networked relationships between human and non-human actants. Through such 
analysis, ANT provides another way networked learning can explore the politics of 
technologies used in learning processes. 

 Web2.0 (and whatever comes next) offers fascinating ways to rethink how we 
experience learning, knowing, connecting and working with others. To sort through 
the rhetoric that accompanies technology advances, examining the specifi cities of 
material entanglements is paramount for understanding the experience of work-
related learning online. Pels et al.  (  2002 , 1) proclaim that objects are back in strength: 
“Talking to intelligent machines … being glued to mobile phones, roving around in 
cyberspace … is to mingle our humanity with not-so-mute, active, performative 
objects in a way which we fi nd equally fascinating as disconcerting”. The objects 
that were part of this research study were at times fl uid, approachable, elastic, 
prickly or opaque. Nevertheless, these are the objects that interact with human 
actants to co-create learning environments. As this chapter highlighted, such 
entanglements raise questions about delegation, invisible work and necessary 
information and media literacies.      
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    Introduction 

 In this chapter, we argue that there have been limitations in the learning technology 
literature related to a widespread implicit technological determinism. While the 
concept of networked learning goes some way to redress this, a more systematic use 
of sociotechnical fi ndings theories developed in the fi elds of technology studies and 
information systems can help us to avoid mechanistic accounts. This has frequently 
contributed to gaps between the claims made for learning technologies and the 
reality of their use. The study of networked learning as a distinctive aspect of learning 
technology practice has countered this to some extent by placing the emphasis on 
communication and connections (Goodyear et al.  2004 ; McConnell  2006  )  and their 
relationship to learning (Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2010  ) . Indeed our critique is under-
pinned by the defi nition of networked learning proposed by Jones and Steeples 
 (  2002  )  who describe it as:

  …learning in which information and communication technology (C&IT) is used to promote 
connections: between one learner and other learners; between learners and tutors; between 
a learning community and its learning resources (2002, p. 2).   

 This understanding of the relationship between learning and technology does 
not necessarily require a new theory of  learning  (Mayes and de Freitas  2007  ) . 
Rather, it emphasises the social, rather than individual or knowledge-process 
aspects of learning (Goodyear  2002  ) . This socio-cultural perspective is particularly 
relevant in the evolving landscape of networked learning where learners are 
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appropriating mobile, Web 2.0 and social media technologies and educators are 
seeking to use them to enrich the learning experience. It also resonates strongly 
with the democratic and inclusive nature of the trade union education context 
within which much of our own research has been conducted (e.g. Creanor and 
Walker  2005 ; Walker and Creanor  2009  ) . 

 In the networked learning domain the focus has often been on the impact of 
asynchronous discussion forums, in the main within carefully designed formal 
learning contexts (e.g. Kear  2004 ; Ellis and Calvo  2004  ) , and often problematising 
the issue of communication in terms of “best fi t” for the technology platform 
(McAteer et al.  2002 ; Hammond  1999  ) .

  … engaging in online textual discourse, attenuated over time and space, or packed densely 
into a realtime chat, is a central practice of much networked learning and teaching (Goodyear 
 2009 , p. viii).   

 Recent research has begun to recognise the social elements of technology use 
more explicitly with its emphasis on the learner perspective (Hardy and Bates  2009 ; 
Sharpe et al.  2010  ) , providing an important, though incomplete, corrective to 
technology-centred views of the learning experience. This leads to a consideration 
of learning at levels beyond the individual and also opens the door to consider-
ation of a stratifi ed model of learning taking account for example, of learning at the 
group, organisational or community levels (e.g. Pawlowsky  2001  ) . 

 Going further, there are traditions of studying technology generally, and information 
and communications technology in particular, which view its use as the outcome, 
rather than the instigator, of complex interactions between people and the material 
world (Law and Hassard  1999  ) . These traditions include social informatics (Kling 
 2000  ) , social shaping of technology (Mackenzie and Wacjman  1999  ) , soft systems 
(Checkland and Holwell  1998  ) , sociotechnical systems (Trist and Bamforth  1951  )  
and others. They have yielded a collection of “mid-range” theories and concepts 
which, we suggest, have been under-utilised in studies of networked learning. 
Further, this lack of consideration of the interaction between social agency and 
learning artefacts has frequently resulted in stark discrepancies between the claims 
made about the potential of particular technologies and the subsequent realities of 
their use in a learning context (Selwyn  2007 ; Laurillard  2005  ) . 

 A distinguishing feature of networked learning research is its focus on socio-
cultural theories (   Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2009 ), including those of    Lave and 
Wenger ( 1991 ),    Wenger ( 1998 ) and Engeström  (  1999  ) , which often look beyond 
formal learning to informal communities of practice and learning within organisa-
tions. In this context, shared goals and the co-construction of knowledge are key 
aspects. Elsewhere, learning technology research has drawn primarily on educational 
theories of learning, which place the emphasis on the cognitive or socio-cognitive 
processes of developing personal knowledge and understanding (Mayes and De 
Freitas  2007 ; Jonassen and Land  2000  ) . 

 In this chapter, we contend that sociotechnical approaches developed in 
technology studies, and in particular the study of information systems (IS) and 
information and communication technologies (ICT) can also provide a rich source 
of concepts which are under-used in the networked learning literature. We illustrate 
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this with a brief summary of our own use of one of these, Kling et al.  (  2003  )  
“sociotechnical interaction network (STIN).” We conclude by arguing that these 
approaches in general, and the STIN concept in particular, are important conceptual 
tools in dealing with issues currently confronting contemporary networked 
learning research, such as the spread of Web 2.0 and mobile technologies, the 
increasingly complex social and technological contexts of many learners, and the 
increasingly blurred distinction between abstract and formal learning, and situated 
informal learning.  

   Limitations in the Literature 

 We have asserted previously that understanding the complex relationship between 
learning and technology requires a theoretical framework which takes into account 
a diverse range of sociotechnical and environmental factors (Walker and Creanor 
 2009  ) . Historically, attempts to interpret this relationship through a purely mecha-
nistic lens have displayed signifi cant weaknesses, most notably in the dissonance 
between claims made for the effectiveness of technology for learning and empirical 
evidence. Indeed as Selwyn points out there is,

  …a growing need for the education community to account for the distinct ‘digital disconnect’ 
between the enthusiastic rhetoric and rather more mundane reality of university ICT use 
 (  2007 , p. 84).   

 The literature reveals an uneasy relationship between pedagogy, technology 
and agency, with a persistent technological determinism limiting a more careful 
analysis of the nature of this interplay. The implementation and use of technology 
in education often appear resistant to repeated pleas for evidence-informed peda-
gogy (Laurillard  2009 ; Conole and Oliver  2007  )  and are frequently driven by 
political agendas and tactical funding opportunities (Hughes  2008 ; Conole et al. 
 2007 ; Clegg et al.  2003  ) . Most recently, this can be seen in responses to the spread 
of collaborative technologies such as mobile devices and Web 2.0 applications 
which, while not designed primarily for learning, are being embraced by educators 
in a “ creative explosion of new ideas ” (Laurillard  2009 , p. 5) in a context where 
social networking is a well-established presence in the lives of many learners (Jones 
and Ramanau  2009 ; Creanor et al.  2008  ) . Indeed we are warned of “ a crisis looming 
and a paradox emerging ” (Traxler  2009 , p. 70) over issues of agency, ownership 
and control in light of the rapid evolution of these devices and applications and their 
adoption by learners. It can be seen too in the attention commanded by immersive 
3D virtual worlds as claims about their educational potential become more wide-
spread (Bayne  2008 ; Bronack et al.  2008  ) . Here again many accounts default to 
technologically determinist, with rapid technological and social changes leading 
developments in education, often at the expense of pedagogy and theory. 

 It is becoming increasingly challenging for educators to keep pace with, and make 
sense of, the speed of technological change, while simultaneously responding to 
demands for learning experiences which develop the capacity for the collaborative, 
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as well as independent, learning skills now increasingly demanded of graduates in the 
workplace (e.g. Nielsen  2009  ) . It is against this background that a shift in emphasis 
appears to be taking place, from a predominantly evaluative approach to an increas-
ingly theoretical analysis of the educational potential of these constantly evolving 
collaborative technologies (e.g. Code and Zaparyniuk  2009 ; Savin-Baden  2008  ) . 

 While the need for an inter-disciplinary approach to theory is recognised (Oliver 
et al.  2007 ; Jones and Steeples  2002  ) , the epistemological foundation for learning 
technology research derives predominately from traditional theories of learning, 
with social constructivism continuing to lead the fi eld (e.g. Jones and Bronack  2008 ; 
Parker and Chao  2007 ; Felix  2005  ) . Nonetheless, it is clear that the boundaries 
between education systems and the wider sociotechnical environment are becoming 
increasingly blurred. Recognising this, research into networked learning has placed 
the emphasis on “ epistemic fl uency ” (Goodyear  2009 , p. x), invoking a broader 
range of theoretical frameworks, including, among others, network theory (e.g. 
Jones  2004  ) , actor network theory (e.g. Fox  2002  ) , complexity and chaos theory 
(e.g. Barnett  2000  )  as well as the concept of communities of practice (e.g. Ryberg 
and Larson  2008  ) . With the exception perhaps of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) commu-
nities of practice or Wenger’s (1998) learning communities model, there is little 
evidence in the literature of widespread adoption of these frameworks within 
“mainstream” learning technology research or practice where the networked 
learning metaphor may not appear immediately relevant, for example in a campus-
based, blended learning context (e.g. Bonk and Graham  2006 ; Oliver and Trigwell 
 2005  ) . As attention shifts increasingly towards the affordances of collaborative and 
social networking, however, new perspectives are relating learning technology 
and social practices more closely by harnessing the concepts of “the collective” 
(Dron and Anderson  2009  )  and “connectivism” (Siemens  2004  ) . These emerging 
theories, while still relatively untested, claim to provide alternative lenses through 
which learning in the Web 2.0 world may be examined. A potential danger in this 
approach, however, is in tipping the balance towards social agency at the expense of 
individual autonomy. 

 The learner experience debate of recent years, again given added momentum by 
the availability of strategic funding and the “popularised” interest in the net genera-
tion, has helped to shift the focus from the relatively narrow confi nes of formal 
education to the wider consequences of technology use in the everyday lives of 
learners (Sharpe et al.  2009 ; De Freitas and Conole  2010  ) . Studies of the agency of 
individual learners in the appropriation of social media and personal mobile devices 
for learning purposes have shed new light on previously hidden attitudes and behav-
iours (Creanor and Trinder  2010 ;    Czerniewicz et al.  2009 ). Nevertheless there is a 
growing recognition that a focus on the individual and their personal networks often 
fails to take fully into account the impact of context (Jones and Healing  2010  ) . 
Here, theoretical approaches have drawn on activity theory (Engeström et al.  1999  )  
and more recently critical realism’s concepts of morphogenesis/morphostatis (   Archer 
 1995  ) . It would appear then, that alongside a growing recognition of the multiplicity 
of factors which can infl uence learning in a technology-rich context, there is a 
greater appreciation of the need for appropriate sociotechnical frameworks which 
can make sense of these new interactions and analyse their consequences. Although 
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more established traditions have been explored to some extent, particularly in the 
study of networked learning, there remains a limited understanding of how the 
increasingly connected learning context can benefi t from a closer inspection of 
existing sociotechnical understandings of technology.  

   Sociotechnical Approaches 

 An often implicit assumption in much learning technology research is that technology 
itself is conceptually straightforward. In its strong, explicitly deterministic, form 
this asserts that a particular technology largely determines the kind of use that happens 
once it is introduced. A weaker version, closer to what Kling  (  2000  )  has termed the 
“standard tool” model of ICT, may emphasise the fi t between a technology and a 
pedagogy, either choosing/developing a pedagogy to fi t the technology or choosing 
the technology to fi t a pedagogy. Such views often oversimplify the processes 
involved in ICT design and use; a wide range of cultural, organisational, social, 
political (and Political), economic, technical, gender and other processes are at play 
in the real-world introduction of technologies, in ways which are often contingent 
and indeterminate. 

 There is a wide range of approaches to studying technology which attempt to 
capture this complexity for differing purposes, in different ways and at different 
levels. These include sociotechnical systems (Emery and Trist  1960  ) , soft systems 
(Checkland  1984  ) , social informatics (Kling  2000  ) , social shaping of technology 
(Williams and Edge  1996  )  and social construction of technology (Bijker and Law 
 1992  ) . Perhaps the best known of these in the learning technology literature are 
actor network theory (Law and Hassard  1999 ; Latour  2005  )  and activity theory 
(Engeström  1999  ) . We cannot introduce and consider these variously complementary 
and competing approaches here but merely highlight their range and note that they 
have generated valuable ways of thinking about the complexity of human–technology 
relationships. While these approaches differ quite radically from each other, a 
common concern is to avoid technologically determinist accounts of technology. 
They share a number of recurring features:

   The social and the artefactual are closely related in the production and use of tech-• 
nologies, such that it is rarely, if ever, helpful to try to consider them separately.  
  The ways technologies are designed and used are substantively context-• 
dependent.  
  The distinction between technology design and use is frequently blurred. Indeed, • 
the term “user” is often a problematic and inadequate term to describe relation-
ships to technology.  
  The focus of research is typically on the design/and or use of technology “in the • 
wild” rather than on controlled laboratory-style tests.  
  They frequently claim to be “critical” theories either in the sense of questioning • 
many of the assertions made about technologies by enthusiasts, manufacturers, 
policy makers and others, and/or in the sense of being emancipatory, for example 
by highlighting the need for user and stakeholder participation in effective designs.    



178 L. Creanor and S. Walker

 In the following section, we illustrate the value of a particular sociotechnical 
approach to studying the interaction of learners and technology through an example 
from our own research, in which we apply the concept of a “sociotechnical inter-
action network” (STIN) (Kling et al.  2003  )  to a case study of computer-mediated 
distance learning 1  from the world of transnational trade union education.  

   Thinking Sociotechnically: The Example of the Sociotechnical 
Interaction Network 

 In a recent article journal paper we have used Kling et al’s in our own collabora-
tions (Creanor and Walker  2005 ; Walker and Creanor  2005,   2009  ) , we have par-
ticularly drawn on the “social informatics” perspective on technology closely 
associated with the work of Rob Kling (e.g. Kling  2000  ) . The term has two broad 
meanings. Firstly, according to Kling, social informatics is a “body of research that 
examines the design, uses, and consequences of information and communication 
technologies in ways that take into account their interaction with institutional and 
cultural contexts” (Kling  2000 , p. 217   ). It is a “fi eld that is defi ned by its topic (and 
fundamental questions about it) rather than by a family of methods, much like the 
fi elds of urban studies, or gerontology” (Kling  2000 , p. 218). Understood in this 
way SI effectively defi nes the topic of analysis as ICT in its social and organisa-
tional contexts, in effect as a critique of technologically determinist or “standard 
tool” models of technology. The second meaning refers to the concepts and theories 
generated by such approaches. Horton et al.  (  2005  )  have pointed out, from a 
European perspective, that this is a rather broader fi eld with a richer range of 
research traditions than Kling himself appears to credit in his summaries of arche-
typal SI research (e.g. Kling  2000  ) . As well as defi ning the fi eld, Kling and col-
leagues have made substantive contributions to the understanding of technology, as 
outlined below. 

 In a recent article journal paper we have used Kling et al.’s  (  2003  )  concept 
of the STIN to analyse a case of cross-border networked learning in trade union 
education (Walker and Creanor  2009  ) . The STIN takes a network view of the rela-
tions between the material and the social, in which the technological is seen as 
co-constitutive with the social, such that the technological elements cannot sensibly 
be discussed independently of the social aspects. Behaviour is not simply a conse-
quence of the affordances of a particular technology or artefact. Rather, it emerges 
from participants’ interactions with other people, with institutions and with artefacts. 

   1   Computer-mediated distance learning (CMDL) was the term used in the original project. We have 
reinstated it here in response to a reviewer’s comment that our original use of the term “technology-
enhanced learning” itself refl ects a degree of technological determinism.  
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The STIN embodies several conceptual differences from the “standard model” of 
technology use (Kling et al.  2003  ) . Firstly, the analytic focus is ecological, deliber-
ately looking beyond the affordances of the technology or the narrow relationships 
between participants and artefacts in a particular network. Secondly, a limited view of 
the “user” is replaced with a wider view of participants as social actors who have 
multiple roles and relationships which can affect behaviour in a STIN under analysis 
by linking that STIN to others in multiple ways. It is understood therefore, that partici-
pants will share the benefi ts of their shared knowledge, artefacts and expertise across 
the various networks to which they belong. This reconception of the user as a social 
actor better refl ects the typical situation, in which a technology is not at the centre of 
the “user’s” world but is one thing among many human and non-human elements with 
which they interact in the process of accomplishing something. These interactions, 
rather than any inherent properties of the technology, are identifi ed by Orlikowski 
 (  2000  )  as the ultimate determinants of network structure. Thirdly, technology is 
viewed as open to local adaptation and social infl uence (it is “confi gurational”), 
rather than simply offering a limited set of functions. 2  The STIN traces and represents 
the key interactions between people and technologies, allowing us to consider the 
impact of these interactions on informal and formal learning 

 To sketch our case study very briefl y (for more detail, see Walker and Creanor 
 2009  ) , learner-participants were trade union members and offi cers from unions in 
two or more European countries who took part in transnational blended online/face-to-
face learning episodes addressing a range of trade union-related topics. These took 
place as part of a large-scale project with 16 partners, supported by the European 
Social Fund, which aimed to increase capacity for social dialogue across a range of 
European trade union organisations. In particular, the learning interventions were 
aimed at preparing trade unionists to respond better to the increasing workplace 
regulation originating at the European Union, rather than the national, level. In all, 
the project developed 32 courses, involving a total of 471 trade union offi cers and 
representatives along with 27 tutors and facilitators. The courses were designed and 
delivered by experienced trade union educators with knowledge of online learning 
from their own national practices, with academic support. In various ways the 
courses all involved some extended elements of online collaboration, using the First 
Class conferencing system, complementing the classroom-based seminars. Our 
analysis focussed on the human/technology relationships in these networked learning 
events which were rendered even more complex by their multicultural and multilin-
gual aspects. 

 A mixed-mode methodology incorporating online observation, questionnaires, 
interviews and video-recording of an evaluation workshop produced a rich dataset. 

   2   The sociotechnical interaction network has a number of similarities with actor network theory in 
the way it conceives of technology. There are, though some important differences. Most notably, 
STINs do not assume a symmetry between the human and the material as in the ANT concept of 
the actant, and they highlight interactions both within and across networks.  
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In order to render the data collection manageable, the various groupings of participants 
were conceived of as a series of case studies (Yin  2003  ) , thus enabling an in-depth 
examination of their outcomes. Following are two 3  examples of how thinking in terms 
of STINs directed our attention beyond the immediate online activities to examine 
aspects of the learners’ environments and the organisation of the learning event. 

 Firstly, we considered how learners integrated technologies into their pre-existing 
technology-related environments and practices. As is common with adult part-time 
learners, this frequently involved complex domestic or organisational arrangements 
which infl uenced their ability to engage fully in the learning intervention. In our 
case study, a particular set of issues arose around the use of the conferencing 
system’s client software which required to be downloaded to each participant’s PC 
to allow them to access the online learning environment either from home or from 
their workplace. Instructions on how to do this were given at the fi rst face-to-face 
session, with the offer of additional support by phone or email. Although not strictly 
speaking a networked learning activity, any delay in doing this would have meant a 
late start for participants which could have had a detrimental impact on their initial 
enthusiasm for learning and their ongoing motivation. 

 It soon became clear that what had not been fully considered were the issues 
participants might face in accessing the learning environment from their workplace. 
The client software did not use standard internet protocols, leading it to being blocked 
by some organisations’ fi rewalls. While the project’s own technical support could 
give guidance on how to confi gure fi rewalls to allow the client to access the server, 
the actual process for many learners centred on the negotiation with their local 
organisations’ technical staff to open the fi rewall to the client. While some network 
managers were happy to allow access others were not, forcing participants to revert 
to the less fl exible web interface. In other cases, fi rewall settings were changed infor-
mally and would be lost when the fi rewall was subsequently reset or upgraded. For 
participants in these situations, access to the learning environment disappeared in 
apparently arbitrary ways, rendering them disempowered as learners. 

 For participants from work premises, then, accessing the online learning environ-
ment required a set of social/organisational as well as technical arrangements to be 
established. Perhaps ironically, learners who accessed the servers from home (in many 
cases, precisely because they did not have organisational “support”) generally experi-
enced less diffi culty; the STINs in these cases were considerably simpler. Where 
domestic fi rewalls did exist, learners who were unsure could be guided directly through 
the process of opening the appropriate channels by the project’s support staff. 

 We characterised the sociotechnical networks through which individual par-
ticipants gained access to the online environment as “ego-STINs” (analogous to 
the ego-networks of social network analysis). Elsewhere in the literature (Greene 
and Kirton  2003  ) , issues such as negotiating access to a family computer in order 
to participate in online learning, are highlighted and might be considered to be 

   3   Space does not allow discussion of a third aspect here – the evolution of STINs over the life of a 
networked learning event.  
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elements of these ego-STINs. Personal networks may also include the use of 
social media and mobile technology to connect to family, friends and work 
colleagues. The complexity of relationships, both social and technical, within 
these ego-STINs is often invisible to tutors, yet can have a signifi cant impact on 
the engagement with, and outcome of, networked learning. 

 Secondly, and following on from our consideration of aspects of learners’ local 
environments as STINs, we viewed the networked learning event itself as a form of 
STIN which was designed to knit together these diverse local networks for the 
purpose of enabling learning. The courses were designed to bring trade unionists 
from different countries together to examine the changing workplace skills required 
by their union members. Face-to-face sessions were conducted with simultaneous 
translation, but the online working was designed to be carried out by national groups 
linked together by (bilingual) tutors. 

 Illustrating this, the effectiveness of the online learning episode in a second case 
study was signifi cantly disrupted when a training session in the use of the confer-
encing system planned for an initial face-to-face workshop was missed because the 
tutor experienced unforeseen travel problems. The course brought together two 
national groups of participants, each of which had distinct socio-cultural profi les in 
their trade union context, their approaches to learning and their familiarity with 
learning technologies. One national group of learners was already familiar with the 
system since it was the same one used by their own union, therefore they subse-
quently used it broadly as the tutors had planned. The other was unfamiliar with the 
system and instead these learners carried out their online collaboration using their 
normal email application. This rendered their online activities invisible both to the 
other group and to the tutors, and the subsequent evolution of the online phase of the 
learning event was very different from the way the tutors had originally envisaged it 
(Fig.  10.1 ). The tutors meanwhile, drew on their own tutor network for guidance 
and support. Although both groups completed the learning activities successfully 
and reported positive experiences despite using different technologies, the transna-
tional element of the online course, originally a key focus, was lacking. Nevertheless, 
the fact that each group interpreted and implemented the learning activities 
correctly is testament to the validity and clarity of the pedagogical design which 
proved to be independent of a particular technology.  

 Again, it is diffi cult to explain these observations without noting the very close 
relationship between context, planned pedagogy and technology. That the planned 
learning outcomes were still achieved by both groups might be taken as further 
evidence of the capacity of “users” to work around technologies which don’t address 
their needs. We likened the conduct online to a (sociotechnical interaction) network 
of (sociotechnical interaction) networks, designed to link up the ego-STINS in ways 
which would allow learning. 

 These examples illustrate the close, and in practice inseparable, relationships 
between the technological, the social and the pedagogical, in networked learning. The 
sociotechnical interaction approach to modelling a networked learning event allowed 
us to draw out and interpret the complexity of the processes at play in networked 
learning episodes which may otherwise have remained hidden. This is not unusual in 
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social studies of technology, where a concern with actual practice draws out the way 
in which rather mundane issues, and responses to them, are essential to allowing tech-
nologies to function. The approach provides a framework for identifying key aspects 
of the context of networked learners and learning which goes beyond the obvious. It 
also illustrates fi ndings common in wider studies of information systems. 

 Firstly, it illustrates that patterns of design and use of technologies are highly 
context-dependent. The ability of learners to participate effectively in the former case 
was infl uenced strongly by whether they tried to take part from home or from work, 
and in the latter case on their ability to negotiate with other learners. Secondly, it dem-
onstrates the path-dependence of technology use: differing groups of participants’ 
patterns of use were heavily infl uenced by prior exposures to technologies once the 
planned training failed. There was nothing inevitable about the way learners used 
particular technologies. The apparently small, local contingency of a missed training 
event can have signifi cant consequences for the conduct of a 3-month learning event.  

   Discussion: The Value of Sociotechnical 
Approaches to Networked Learning 

 We have argued that sociotechnical approaches to conceptualising technology 
design and use go beyond the mechanistic and the technological determinism of 
much current research in the learning technology fi eld. We have illustrated this 
through our application of one these approaches, the STIN, to two case studies of 

  Fig. 10.1    Diagram showing the complexity of interactions during online course       
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networked learning, demonstrating that achieving access and maintaining 
engagement with learning can be as much a social as technical accomplishment for 
learners (as well as tutors, administrators and others) who may be working in very 
different social and technological settings. When confronted with diffi culties in 
using a particular technology to collaborate online, learners improvised their own 
way of working, drawing on their prior knowledge of communications technologies. 
Simply looking at technology, the learning design or indeed the learning outcomes, 
would tell us very little about the conduct of this event. 

 A stronger research focus on the contexts and specifi cities of networked learn-
ing events and applications will help us to avoid over-generalisations based on 
particular successes (or, indeed, failures). It is likely that claims made on behalf of 
technologies in support of networked learning would be rather more modest than 
is often the case currently. 

 Beyond these general arguments, sociotechnical approaches to learning tech-
nology in general, and the concept of the STIN in particular, have very particular 
value in contemporary learning technology research. Firstly, this is because many 
of the Web 2.0 technologies that are currently the focus of practice and research 
are examples of technologies which are particularly “malleable,” “confi gura-
tional” or “highly intertwined” with the social. The social elements of many social 
media technologies are particularly obvious and the technologies cannot usefully 
be studied independently of the social arrangements that accompany them. For 
example, what is remarkable and interesting about the success of Wikipedia 
derives at least as much from the changing social arrangements and practices and 
their “embodiment” in software as it does from the underlying programmes and 
infrastructure of a wiki. 

 Secondly, these technologies are being introduced in a period when higher 
education is undergoing profound environmental change. There is, for example, 
increasing pressure to develop “work-ready” graduates who have the independent 
learning skills so sought after by employers (Archer and Davison  2008  ) , leading to 
a greater emphasis on authentic work-related learning activities and a growing inter-
est in sociotechnical models of learning which derive from organisational and 
workplace studies (e.g. Littlejohn et al.  2009  ) . While making the fi nal revisions to 
this chapter, indeed, recommendations for radically changing the entire nature of 
higher education funding in England from the state to the student have been 
proposed and appear likely to form the basis of future policy. 

 Thirdly, recent learner experience studies have highlighted the complex and 
often subversive nature of technology use among learners (i.e. the diversity and 
complexity of STINs with which learning technologies and practices interact). 
Many learners have emphasised the importance of using technology to connect their 
learning to their wider social environments and personal networks in order to gain 
the support they needed for their ultimate success (Sharpe et al.  2009 ; Trinder et al. 
 2008  ) . Applying a sociotechnical interaction framework to these diverse learner 
situations and behaviours may provide a more holistic and detailed view of both 
formal and informal aspects of learning which goes beyond that captured by current 
networked learning research.  
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   Conclusion 

 In this chapter, we have highlighted the need for an inclusive and encompassing 
range of theoretical perspectives in networked learning research if we are to continue 
to interpret the complex social, pedagogical and technological landscape in which 
networked learning resides. We have recognised the distinct character of networked 
learning research where “epistemic fl uency” is encouraged. We have also noted 
weaknesses in some aspects of learning technology research based on technologi-
cally determinist assumptions and argued that there exist bodies of research from 
technology studies and information systems which can help us better to conceptualise 
the relationship of people, technology and pedagogy in learning technology environ-
ments. We have illustrated this by developing a concept from the social informatics 
tradition to a case study of trade union education, and suggested how such an approach 
can contribute to a more grounded and detailed understanding of how learners interact 
with systems designed to support their learning. Research based on sociotechnical 
strategies will, we suggest, complement accepted socio-cultural theories in networked 
learning and enrich our ability to interpret the complex interactions at play.      

   References 

    Archer, M. (1995).  Realist social theory: the morphogenetic approach . Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.  

    Archer, W., & Davison, J. (2008).  Graduate employability: the view of employers . London: The 
Council for Industry and Higher Education.  

    Barnett, R. (2000).  Realizing the university in an age of supercomplexity . Buckingham: SRHE/
OpenUniversity Press.  

    Bayne, S. (2008). Uncanny spaces for higher education: teaching and learning in virtual worlds. 
 ALT-J: Research in Learning Technology, 16 (3), 197–205.  

   Beasley, N., & Smyth, K. (2004). Expected and actual student use of an online learning envi-
ronment: a critical analysis.  Electronic Journal of e-Learning, 2 (1).  

    Beetham, H., & Sharpe, R. (Eds.). (2007).  Rethinking pedagogy for a digital age. Designing and 
delivering e-learning . London: Routledge.  

    Bijker, W. B., & Law, J. (Eds.). (1992).  Shaping technology/building society: studies in sociotech-
nical change . London: MIT.  

    Bonk, C. J., & Graham, C. R. (2006).  The handbook of blended learning: global perspectives, 
local designs . San Francisco: Pfeiffer.  

    Bronack, S., Sanders, R., Cheney, A., Riedl, R., Tashner, J., & Matzen, N. (2008). Presence 
Pedagogy: Teaching and Learning in a 3D Virtual Immersive World.  International Journal of 
Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, 20 (1), 59–69.  

    Checkland, P. (1984).  Systems thinking, systems practice . Chichester: Wiley.  
    Checkland, P., & Holwell, S. (1998).  Information, systems and information systems: making sense 

of the fi eld . Chichester: Wiley.  
    Clegg, S., Hudson, A., & Steel, J. (2003). The Emperor’s New Clothes: Globalisation and 

e-Learning in Higher Education.  British Journal of Sociology of Education, 24 (1), 39–53.  
    Code, J. R., & Zaparyniuk, N. E. (2009). The emergence of agency in online social networks. In 

S. Hatzipanagos & S. Warburton (Eds.),  Handbook of research on social software and developing 
ontologies  (pp. 102–118). London: IGI Global.  



18510 Learning Technology in Context: A Case for the Sociotechnical…

    Conole, G., & Oliver, M. (Eds.). (2007).  Contemporary perspectives in e-learning research: 
themes, methods and impact on practice . London: Routledge.  

    Conole, G., Smith, J., & White, S. (2007). A critique of the impact of policy and funding. In 
G. Conole & M. Oliver (Eds.),  Contemporary perspectives in e-learning research: themes, 
methods and impact on practice  (pp. 38–54). London: Routledge.  

    Creanor, L., & Trinder, K. (2010). Managing study and life with technology. In R. Sharpe, 
H. Beetham, & S. De Freitas (Eds.),  Rethinking learning for a digital age  (pp. 43–55). London: 
Routledge.  

    Creanor, L., Trinder, K., Gowan, D., & Howells, C. (2008). Life.  Learning and Technology: views 
from the learners, Journal for Learning and Teaching in Higher Education, 2 , 26–41.  

    Creanor, L., & Walker, S. (2005). Learning architectures and the negotiation of meaning in 
European trade unions.  ALT-J, 13 , 109–124.  

    Czerniewicz, L., Williams, K., et al. (2009). Students make a plan: understanding student agency 
in constraining conditions. ALT-J Research in Learning Technology, 17(2), 75–88.  

    De Freitas, S., & Conole, G. (2010). The infl uence of pervasive and integrative tools on learners’ 
experiences and expectations of study. In R. Sharpe, H. Beetham, & S. De Freitas (Eds.), 
 Rethinking learning for a digital age  (pp. 15–30). London: Routledge.  

   Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L. (2010). Design of a Networked learning master environment for pro-
fessionals – using the approach of problem based learning to establish a community of 
practice. In Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L., Hodgson, V., Jones, C., De Laat, M., McConnell, D., 
and Ryberg, T. (Eds),  Proceedings of the 7th International Conference on Networked 
Learning 2010  (pp. 551–557)   http://www.lancs.ac.uk/fss/organisations/netlc/past/nlc2010/
abstracts/PDFs/Dirckinck_Holmfeld_2.pdf    . Accessed 19 Oct 2010.  

    Dirckink-Holmfeld, L., Jones, C., & Lindström, B. (Eds.). (2009).  Analysing networked learning 
practices in higher education and continuing professional development . Rotterdam: Sense.  

    Dron, J., & Anderson, T. (2009). How the crowd can teach. In S. Hatzipanagos & S. Warburton 
(Eds.),  Handbook of research on social software and developing ontologies  (pp. 1–17). London: 
IGI Global.  

    Ellis, R. A., & Calvo, R. A. (2004). Learning through discussion in blended learning environments. 
 Educational Media International, 41 (3), 263–274.  

    Emery, F. E., & Trist, E. L. (1960). Socio-technical systems. In C. W. Churchman & M. Verhurst 
(Eds.),  Management science, models and techniques  (Vol. 2, pp. 83–97). London: Pergamon.  

    Engeström, Y. (1999). Activity theory and individual and social transformation. In Y. Engeström, 
R. Miettinnen, & R.-L. Punamäki-Gitai (Eds.),  Perspectives on activity theory  (pp. 19–39). 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

    Engeström, Y., Miettinnen, R., & Punamäki-Gitai, R.-L. (Eds.). (1999).  Perspectives on activity 
theory . Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

    Felix, U. (2005). E-learning pedagogy in the third millennium: the need for combining social and 
cognitive constructivist approaches.  ReCALL, 17 (1), 85–100.  

    Fox, S. (2002). Studying networked learning: some implications from socially situated learning 
theory and actor–network theory. In C. Steeples & C. Jones (Eds.),  Networked learning: per-
spectives and issues  (pp. 77–93). London: Springer.  

    Goodyear, P. (2002). Psychological foundations for networked learning. In C. Steeples & C. Jones 
(Eds.),  Networked learning: perspectives and issues  (pp. 49–75). London: Springer.  

    Goodyear, P. (2009). Foreward. In L. Dirckink-Holmfeld, C. Jones, & B. Lindström (Eds.), 
 Analysing networked learning practices in higher education and continuing professional 
development  (pp. vii–x). Rotterdam: Sense.  

    Goodyear, P., Banks, S., Hodgson, V., & McConnell, D. (2004). Research on networked learning: 
an overview. In P. Goodyear, S. Banks, V. Hodgson, & D. McConnell (Eds.),  Advances in 
research on networked learning  (pp. 1–11). Dordrecht: Kluwer.  

    Greene, A.-M., & Kirton, G. (2003). Possibilities for remote participation in trade unions: 
mobilising women activists.  Industrial Relations Journal, 34 , 319–333.  

    Hammond, M. (1999). Issues associated with participation in on line forums - the case of the 
communicative learner.  Education and Information Technologies, 4 (4), 353–367.  



186 L. Creanor and S. Walker

   Hardy, J., and Bates, S. (2009). Taking the lead: learners’ experiences across the disciplines. 
In Davis, H. and Creanor, L. (Eds),  In dreams begins responsibility’ – choice, evidence and 
change . Proceedings of the Association for Learning Technology conference, 8–10 
September (ALT-C), Manchester, UK, pp. 1–9.  

    Horton, K., Davenport, E., & Wood-Harper, T. (2005). Exploring sociotechnical interaction with 
Rob Kling: fi ve “big” ideas.  Information Technology & People, 18 , 50–67.  

   Hughes, J. (2008). Letting in the Trojan mouse: using an eportfolio system to re-think pedagogy. 
In  Hello! Where are you in the landscape of educational technology?  Proceedings of Ascilite, 
Melbourne.   http://www.ascilite.org.au/conferences/melbourne08/procs/hughes.pdf    . Accessed 
24 Jan 2011.  

    Jonassen, D. H., & Land, S. M. (Eds.). (2000).  Theoretical foundations of learning environments . 
NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.  

    Jones, C. (2004). Networks and learning: communities, practices and the metaphor of networks. 
 ALT-J: Research in Learning Technology, 12 (1), 81–93.  

    Jones, J., & Bronack, S. (2008). Rethinking cognition, representation and processes in 3D online 
social environments. In P. C. Rivoltella (Ed.),  Digital literacy: tools and methodologies for the 
information society  (pp. 176–206). London: IGI.  

    Jones, C., & Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L. (2009). Analysing networked learning practices. In L. 
Dirckinck-Holmfeld, C. Jones, & B. Lindströ m (Eds.), Analysing networked learning practices 
in higher education and continuing professional development. Rotterdam.  

    Jones, C., & Healing, G. (2010). Net Generation Students: agency and choice and the new tech-
nologies.  Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 26 , 344–356.  

      Jones, C., and Ramanau, R. (2009). Collaboration and the net generation: the changing character-
istics of fi rst year university students. In O’Malley, C., Suthers, D., Reimann, P., and 
Dimitracopoulou, A. (Eds.).  Proceedings of the 8   th    International Conference on Computer 
Supported Collaborative Learning, CSCL2009: CSCL practices . 237–241 June 8–13, Rhodes, 
Greece  

    Jones, C., & Steeples, C. (2002). Perspectives and issues in networked learning. In C. Steeples & 
C. Jones (Eds.),  Networked learning: perspectives and issues  (pp. 1–12). London: Springer.  

    Kear, K. (2004). Peer learning using asynchronous discussion systems in distance education.  Open 
Learning, 19 (2), 151–164.  

    Kling, R. (2000). Learning about information technologies and social change: The contribution of 
social informatics.  Information Society, 16 , 217–232.  

    Kling, R., Mckim, G., & King, A. (2003). A bit more to it: Scholarly communication forums as 
socio- technical interaction networks.  Journal of the American Society for Information Science 
and Technology, 54 , 47–67.  

    Latour, B. (2005).  Reassembling the social: an introduction to actor network theory . Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.  

    Laurillard, D. (2005). E-learning in higher education. In P. Ashwin (Ed.),  Changing higher educa-
tion: the development of learning and teaching  (pp. 71–84). Oxford: Routledge.  

    Laurillard, D. (2009). The pedagogical challenges to collaborative technologies.  The International 
Journal of Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning, 4 (1), 5–20.  

    Lave, J., & Wenger, E. (1991). Situated learning: legitimate peripheral participation. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press.  

    Law, J., & Hassard, J. (1999).  Actor network theory and after . Oxford and Malden, MA: 
Blackwell.  

   Littlejohn, A., Margaryan, A., and Milligan, C. (2009). Charting collective knowledge: Supporting 
self-regulated learning in the workplace. In  Proceedings of the 9th IEEE International 
Conference on Advanced Learning Technologies (ICALT)   

    Mackenzie, D., & Wacjman, J. (Eds.). (1999).  The social shaping of technology . Milton Keynes, 
UK: Open University Press.  

    Mayes, T., & de Freitas, S. (2007). Learning and e-learning: the role of theory. In H. Beetham & 
R. Sharpe (Eds.),  Rethinking pedagogy for a digital age: designing and delivering e-learning  
(pp. 13–25). London: Routledge.  



18710 Learning Technology in Context: A Case for the Sociotechnical…

    McAteer, E., Tolmie, A., Crook, C., MacLeod, H., & Musselbrook, K. (2002). Learning networks 
and the issue of communication skills. In C. Steeples & C. Jones (Eds.),  Networked learning: 
perspectives and issues  (pp. 309–322). London: Springer.  

    McConnell, D. (2006).  E-learning groups and communities . Maidenhead: SRHE/Open University 
Press.  

    Nielsen, K. (2009). A collaborative perspective on learning transfer.  Journal of Workplace 
Learning, 21 (1), 58–70.  

    Oliver, M., Roberts, G., Beetham, H., Ingraham, B., Dykes, M., & Levy, P. (2007). Knowledge, 
society and perspectives on learning technology. In G. Conole & M. Oliver (Eds.),  Contemporary 
perspectives in e-learning research: themes, methods and impact on practice  (pp. 21–38). 
London: Routledge.  

    Oliver, M., & Trigwell, K. (2005). Can ‘blended learning’ be redeemed?  E-Learning and Digital 
Media, 2 (1), 17–26.  

    Orlikowski, W. J. (2000). Using technology and constituting structures: a practice lens for studying 
technology in organizations.  Organizations Science, 11 (4), 404–428.  

    Parker, K., & Chao, J. (2007). Wiki as a teaching tool.  Interdisciplinary Journal of Knowledge and 
Learning Objects, 3 , 57–72.  

    Pawlowsky, P. (2001). The treatment of organizational learning in management science. In M. Dierkes, 
B. Bethoinantal, J. Child, & I. Nonaka (Eds.),  Handbook of organizational learning and knowledge . 
Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

    Sharpe, R., Beetham, H., & De Freitas, S. (Eds.). (2010).  Rethinking learning for a digital age: 
how learners are shaping their own experiences . New York: Routledge.  

    Ryberg, T., & Larson, M. C. (2008). Networked identities: understanding relationships between 
strong and weak ties in networked environments.  Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 24 , 
103–115.  

    Savin-Baden, M. (2008). From cognitive capability to social reform? Shifting perceptions of learn-
ing in immersive virtual worlds.  ALT-J: Research in Learning Technology, 16 (3), 151–161.  

    Selwyn, N. (2007). The use of computer technology in university teaching and learning: a critical 
perspective.  Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 23 (2), 83–94.  

   Sharpe, R., Beetham, H., Benfi eld, G., DeCicco, E., and Lessner, E. (2009).  Learners Experiences 
of E-learning Synthesis Report: Explaining Learner Differences ,   https://mw.brookes.ac.uk/
display/JISCle2f/Findings    . Accessed 24 Jan 2011.  

   Siemens, G. (2004).  Connectivism: a learning theory for the digital age .   http://www.elearnspace.
org/Articles/connectivism.htm    . Accessed 24 Jan 2011.  

   Traxler, J. (2009). Students and mobile devices: choosing which dream. In Davis, H., and Creanor, L. 
(Eds).  “In dreams begins responsibility” – choice, evidence and change .  Proceedings of the 
Association for Learning Technology conference  (pp. 8–10) September (ALT-C), Manchester, 
UK, pp. 70–81.  

   Trinder, K., Guiller, J., Margaryan, A., Littlejohn, A., and Nicol, D. (2008)  Learning from digital 
natives: integrating formal and informal learning: fi nal project report , Higher Education 
Academy, UK.   http://www.academy.gcal.ac.uk/ldn/LDNFinalReport.pdf    . Accessed 24 Jan 2011.  

    Trist, E. L., & Bamforth, K. W. (1951). Some Social and Psychological Consequences of the 
Longwall Method of Coal-getting.  Human Relations, 4 (1), 3–38.  

    Walker, S., & Creanor, L. (2005). Crossing complex boundaries: transnational online education in 
European trade unions.  Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 21 , 343–354.  

    Walker, S., & Creanor, L. (2009). The STIN in the tale: a sociotechnical interaction perspective on 
networked learning.  Journal of Educational Technology and Society, 12 , 305–316.  

    Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning, meaning and identity. Cambridge and New 
York: Cambridge University Press.  

    Williams, R., & Edge, D. (1996). The Social Shaping of Technology.  Research Policy, 25 , 
865–899.  

    Yin, R. K. (2003).  Case study research: design & methods . London: Sage.     



     Part VI 
  Identity, Cultural Capital 
and Networked Learning         



191L. Dirckinck-Holmfeld et al. (eds.), Exploring the Theory, Pedagogy and Practice 
of Networked Learning, DOI 10.1007/978-1-4614-0496-5_11, 
© Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2012

    Introduction 

 In this chapter I argue that new literacies are required when refl ective practices in 
higher education move online. Online refl ective writing in education, whether 
 publicly visible, limited to small groups of learners, or restricted to just a student 
and their teacher, is profoundly infl uenced by wider cultural understandings of 
 blogging and personal disclosure and risk online. Addressing this demands under-
standing spaces for formal online refl ection (primarily weblogs and e-portfolios at 
the time of writing) as a new site of practice which takes its meaning from a specifi c 
and complex set of social and technical relations (Goodfellow and Lea  2007  ) . 

 Refl ective writing and practices are an important element of teaching and  learning 
(and, increasingly, assessment) in many disciplines, particularly those with a 
 professional or vocational focus. Refl ection in education is generally grounded in a 
humanist discourse of a “true” or “central” self which can be revealed, understood, 
recorded, improved or liberated through the process of writing about thoughts and 
 experiences. This discourse underpins the various projects of refl ective writing in 
higher education as described by (for example) Boud et al.  (  1985  ) , Brockbank and 
McGill  (  1998  )  and Moon  (  1999  ) . However, it is problematic for two main reasons: 
it masks the increasingly invasive character of educational practices which demand 
confession and self-surveillance as evidence of progress and learning, and it assumes 
a  knowable, malleable yet autonomous self at its centre. These problems are greatly 
 exacerbated by the increasingly common use of online environments for refl ection. 

 Despite this, the literature dealing with educational blogs and e-portfolios mostly 
uncritically accepts these tools and practices as benefi cial above and beyond offl ine 
practices, in terms of effi ciency, accessibility, relevance, the enhancement of technical skills, 
and in terms of the ease of fi nding an audience and fostering community and dialogue. 
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Where drawbacks are identifi ed, these are usually attributed to lack of motivation, 
understanding or technical profi ciency on the part of students or  teachers, lack of 
institutional understanding or support, concerns about privacy and safety in the 
online environment, or sometimes a lack of time or resource to properly implement 
these otherwise promising technologies. 

 There is also very little in the way of engagement with the online subject in this 
literature. Online refl ective accounts are assumed to have a straightforward relation-
ship with the offl ine selves of students, and few authors writing about online 
 refl ection ask what it means to create digital-textual selves or what impact refl ecting 
online has on the subjectivity of students and teachers. Where digital difference is 
acknowledged in online refl ective practices, it is seen to be technological rather than 
conceptual, and benefi cial rather than problematic (Butler  2006 , p. 12). 

 In this chapter, I challenge this technicist perspective. I argue that online  refl ective 
practices are conceptually different from their offl ine counterparts, by showing one 
way that they are affected by their digitality: by their association with blogging as a 
cultural phenomenon. 

 Blogging is a genre which privileges individual voice, addressivity, and a blurred 
distinction between public and private spheres (Walker Rettberg  2008  ) . We can see in 
current blogging practices a convergence of the rise of the concept of personal brand-
ing (Peters  1997 ; Lair et al.  2005  ) , and what Scott describes as the “cultural tendency 
to seek out confessional narratives of self-disclosure”  (  2004 , p. 92). This convergence 
exposes a number of tensions: between self-promotion and authenticity, between 
accusations of narcissism and pressures to confess, and between moral  panics around 
privacy and safety and a growing sense that online invisibility equates to personal and 
professional negligence, and that the more presence the better. As  students negotiate 
the management of personal, academic and sometimes also professional voices in 
blogs and refl ective e-portfolios, they must bring in to play literacies which are new 
not in their substance but in their modality. Literacies are socially situated and multi-
ple practices (Barton et al.  2000 ; Lea and Street  2009 ; Lillis  2003  ) , and writing both 
refl ects and constructs identities (Ivanič  1998  ) . The context of writing refl ectively 
 online  is different from other forms of refl ective writing, with different sorts of impli-
cations for the identities and practices of the student-writers. 

 In what follows, I propose a set of (often confl icting) norms and expectations 
widely associated with blogging. These cluster around themes of authenticity, risk, 
pretence, othering, narcissism and commodifi cation. I explore how these are 
refl ected in the assumptions and practices of students and teachers, and go on to 
argue for greater attention to be given to the nature of  online  refl ective writing, and 
a more explicit and critical engagement with the tensions it embodies.  

   This Chapter in the Context of Networked Learning 

 This chapter defi nes “networked learning” in two senses. First: as learning that 
involves students being purposefully digitally connected with other people and with 
electronic resources. In 2002, the E-quality for E-learning manifesto declared that 
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in “quality” networked e-learning, “connectivity and process is as valuable as the 
substance and focus of the connection” (E-Quality Network  2002  ) . The manifesto 
proposes a balance between content and conversation, and attempts to redress what 
the authors saw as a harmful fi xation on information, at the cost of connection. The 
manifesto was prescient in its insistence on this: a trend towards connectivity is 
apparent in the rise of Web 2.0, in subsequent writing about e-learning, and in more 
recent popular writing about the Web. Goodyear, Banks, Hodgson, and McConnell, 
for example, warn that “use of online  materials  is not a  suffi cient  characteristic to 
defi ne networked learning”  (  2004 , p. 2), and Doctorow has provocatively reversed 
the maxim that “content is king”, claiming that: “conversation is king. Content is 
just something to talk about”  (  2006  ) . Online refl ective practices in higher education 
are complex in their connectivity – they can cover the continuum from private to 
public, from intensely networked to one-to-one. Nevertheless, the foundational 
notion is one of personal engagement in a digital environment for the gaze of another 
or others (see McKenna’s  2005  work on addressivity for an exploration of the effects 
of writing for a “superaddressee” or unknowable potential audiences in digital envi-
ronments) and the concept of networked learning in this sense most certainly applies 
to online refl ection. 

 The second notion of “networked learning” I am working with here is of learning 
that is immersed in networks and digital fl ows of information and culture. In empha-
sising the value of the network, quality e-learning is proposed by the manifesto as 
social, communicative and, by extension, cultural. However, the culture in which all 
learning, but especially e-learning, is immersed extends beyond the walls of the 
institution, as Carpenter contends: “[electronic] environments allow for and even 
encourage active integration and dynamic interaction, resulting in a mixing of 
genres and literacy practices that does not respect conventional categories, divi-
sions, or dichotomies, including the border that separates…the popular from the 
academic”  (  2009 , p. 144). Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  (  2009  )  make a similar 
claim, that computer networks have a tendency to “disrupt and disturb traditional 
boundaries in education” (p.13), including the boundaries of public and private 
which are of great relevance here. I would argue that this is due not primarily to the 
homogenising power of digital interfaces, as Carpenter claims, or to the extent to 
which tools “fundamentally mediate both higher mental functioning and human 
action”, as Jones and Dirckinck-Holmfeld  (  2009  )  put it. Instead, as Castells has 
argued, organisations (including educational institutions) may trigger, but ultimately 
cannot control, fl ows of information and communication in digital space:

  A structural logic dominated by largely uncontrollable fl ows within and between networks 
creates the conditions for the unpredictability of the consequences of human action through 
the refl ection of such action in an unseen, uncharted space of fl ows (Castells  1999 , p. 59).   

 Online refl ection is highly attuned to its cultural context – sometimes  deliberately, 
as for example with pedagogical designs which aim to “harness” what Duffy and 
Bruns call “a growing impetus towards personal expression and refl ection, and also 
the sharing of personal ‘spaces’”  (  2006 , p. 34). However, even when not intentional, 
online refl ection is perceived by students and teachers in my research as part of a 
wider cultural move towards digital disclosure. The issues of privacy, authenticity 
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and risk that attend blogging, social networking and the social and digital practices 
of popular culture are also to be found in the educational practices which refl ect 
them. Students react to this momentum towards disclosure with varying degrees of 
alarm, resistance and performativity – and in ways which can be signifi cantly at 
odds with the stated aims of the refl ective practices they are engaged in. Rehabilitating 
online refl ection requires attention to be paid to the appropriateness of those aims in 
a digital context, and to the literacy requirements of practices which are multivocal, 
personal and “drenched in social factors” (Holquist  2002 , p. 61).  

   Research Context 

 This chapter emerges from my research exploring how students and teachers negoti-
ate issues of identity, authenticity, ownership, privacy and performativity in high-
stakes online refl ection in higher education. By high-stakes, I mean refl ection which 
is summatively assessed or has a direct impact on access to a profession or profes-
sional body. The chapter draws on data from 31 semi-structured interviews with 
students and lecturers from across 8 university programmes in the UK which have a 
high-stakes refl ective component. The programmes span face-to-face, online, under-
graduate and postgraduate contexts, and subject areas including education, social 
work, built environment, health and law. Four of the universities involved in my 
study are based in England, and the other four in Scotland. I spoke with 14 female 
and 6 male students, and 9 female and 3 male teachers. The cultural background of 
participants was mainly English or Scottish, but I also interviewed students from 
Germany, Italy, Australia, Canada and Ukraine. The interview extracts cited in this 
chapter have been anonymised and pseudonyms used in place of real names. 

 Participating teachers defi ned themselves as doing high-stakes online refl ection 
on programmes or courses. I worked with constellations of students, teachers and 
refl ective artefacts, to situate the data in specifi c contexts of practice. Participants 
took part in one interview and were also asked for documentary data – relevant 
documentation about their high-stakes refl ective practices in the case of teachers, 
and access to their refl ective artefacts in the case of students. 

 Interview transcripts were produced by me in some cases and by an external 
transcriber in others, reviewed in detail, and coded according to emerging themes 
from the interviews and the parallel theoretical work being done to analyse refl ec-
tive practices as masks (Ross  2011  ) . The data that are presented in this chapter are 
drawn from work around a broader theme of the “trace” – focusing on the cultural 
practices which make their way into academic practices (as discussed here), but also 
on the concepts of ownership, subjectivity and the archive. 

 Having described the context in which this data was generated, I now move on to 
describe six “stories” associated with blogging, and show how these are refl ected in 
the assumptions and practices of teachers and students. The chapter concludes by 
proposing engaging more creatively and critically with the digital, and with matters 
of subjectivity and authenticity, in online refl ective practices.  
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   Six Stories of Blogging 

 In the past decade, blogging has become emblematic of the social or read-write 
web, and its infl uence has been felt in social, political, cultural and professional 
spheres (Bruns and Jacobs  2007  ) . Before Facebook and Twitter emerged to attract 
the indignation of commentators dismayed by the narcissism, pointlessness and 
 disregard for privacy that apparently characterises social media, blogging was the 
prime target of such speculations (Nardi et al.  2004  ) . At the same time, bloggers 
themselves, along with some social media and business scholars position blogging 
practice as one of authentic self-development, personal branding, or both (Reed 
 2005 ; Dutta  2010  ) . These discourses are now part of the digital cultural landscape, 
and both students and teachers in my research are infl uenced by them when they 
come to engage in online refl ection. 

 Lillis describes the writing “voices” of students as being informed by their 
 multiple identities and experiences. So, the meanings that students attribute to the 
writing practices of online refl ection are infl uenced the social and cultural context 
they are in. She goes on to point out that student writing is also shaped “by the 
voices they are attempting to respond to”  (  2001 , p. 46). Where teachers have their 
own tacit understandings of being online, students must feel their way through a 
minefi eld of overlapping, confl icting discourses to arrive at a mode of writing which 
meets the explicit criteria, but also the implicit expectations that are being shaped by 
a broader digital cultural context. 

 Poster calls the online domain a “new speech situation”  (  2006 , p. 156). He frames 
this in terms of subjectivity, but it can also be framed as a literacies issue – it is a 
new “system of authoring, owning and appropriating texts” (Goodfellow and Lea 
 2007 , p. 52). Despite the academic setting of online refl ection, and regardless of the 
specifi c tools being used (institutional or commercial weblogs, e-portfolios, or 
 virtual learning environments), the structures employed are those of the blog as 
cultural product, and teachers and students “read and construe meaning from  cultural 
products in complex, nuanced ways” (Carpenter  2009 , p. 139). These six stories of 
blogging are an attempt at capturing different facets of this broader context and 
aligning them with what teachers and students say about their online refl ective prac-
tices. In doing so, the stories tease out confl icts and tensions which need to be 
addressed in developing and deploying these practices.  

   Authenticity: Blogs Should Be Authentic and Honest 

 Refl ective educational practices have always demanded confession and certain 
kinds of stories about the self (Devas  2004 ; Hargreaves  2004 ; Macfarlane and 
Gourlay  2009 ; Ross  2011  ) . Online refl ective practices, like their offl ine counter-
parts, often continue to be framed in terms of authenticity, integrity, purposefulness 
and autonomous selfhood (Barrett and Carney  2005 ; Stefani et al.  2007  ) . However, 
to move online is to tap in to new modes of representing the self in what can feel like 
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an especially public or surveilled space. Authenticity is surfaced in online practices, 
for students and teachers, more explicitly than in an offl ine mode. This is echoed in 
the blogging literature. 

 Bloggers outside educational contexts often appear to see their practice as not 
only necessarily authentic, but visibly so, and refl ective of a knowable self (Holbrook 
 2006  ) . As Reed comments, “[bloggers] treat weblogs as straightforward indexes of 
self; they commonly assert that ‘my blog is me’”  (  2005 , p. 227). The perception is 
that audiences expect and assess the authenticity of a blogger’s voice: “aware of the 
constant possibility that a fi ctional text may be posing as non-fi ction, readers online 
have been exhaustive in investigating suspicious texts” (Freidrich  2007 , pp. 62–63). 

 Students in my research were insistent that they are both honest and authentic in 
their online writing. For some, this is described as natural or intrinsic. Megan 
acknowledged a degree of formality that may be associated with the assessed nature 
of the writing she does in her online refl ection, but insists on a “voice” that is 
uniquely her own, that bridges her online and offl ine life, and that she makes no 
attempt to “cover up”:

  I’m not going to make no effort online, but I’m not going to make any effort to cover up, 
you know…maybe it’s slightly more formal in the blog because I know it’s going to be 
assessed, but it’s the same, there’s defi nitely a voice in there that I think if you had a look at 
my personal blog you you could see a defi nite, you’d go ‘okay I can tell these are the same 
person’ (Megan, PG student).   

 For others, authenticity is perceived as a requirement of their course:

  I can’t remember whether they said you know ‘make sure you’re creative and honest and 
free’ but I felt like that was part of the criteria somehow, whether explicit or implicit (Alex, 
PG student).   

 Alex expressed no particular discomfort with the idea of being required to be 
authentic in his online refl ective space (which was structured as a blog), but notably 
the assessment criteria for his online refl ection did  not  explicitly include such a 
requirement. He was not clear himself where the idea of being “creative and honest 
and free” had come from – it was a “feeling” that he associated with the activity, 
rather than an instruction given by his teachers or in his course material. 

 The distancing or anonymising effects of the online environment was seen by 
some interviewees to be associated with an increasing comfort with self-disclosure. 
Several lecturers on distance programmes saw a benefi t to refl ecting at a distance 
because students will not have to face or deal socially with the lecturers who see 
their refl ections, and can, therefore, be more open and honest:

  some of them are very very honest and up front in their weblogs in a way which I really 
doubt that they would be if, if the pedagogy was a, a face to face you know course with a, a 
written diary or something (Jane, lecturer, PG).  

  because they never meet us, they can in fact open their hearts and give very personal views 
about their diffi culties, their hopes, their fears, you know, what, what’s going on in a way 
that they do admit, some of them, that they have never opened up to with their partners 
even.…it’s cathartic (Jess, lecturer, PG).   
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 This openness may relate, as Dyson  (  1998  )  predicted, to the way that being online 
is reconfi guring what privacy and display mean, and how they are experienced:

  As people feel more secure in general on the Net, they will become accustomed to seeing their 
words recorded and replayed. They will no longer feel uncomfortable being on display, since 
everyone around them is on display too…Everyone has personal preferences for privacy, but 
they are infl uenced by the surrounding culture and by the surrounding economy (p. 275).   

 This shift towards digital disclosure may produce quite personal refl ections in 
the digital domain, and this can align well with the desire for authentic refl ection 
that underpins refl ective practice in many disciplines. Peter picked up on this point, 
and thought that the solitary, asynchronous context of online refl ection provoked a 
degree of honesty and uninhibitedness even on programmes where teachers and 
students meet face to face:

  some of them were reporting some quite you know personal stuff about feeling afraid 
and,…there’s something about the, I don’t know whether it’s the fact it’s people, you know 
enter their, you know enter their details and write these things in the wee small hours of the 
morning when, you know, they’ve had a few beers or something…and and it’s almost like a 
a confession, like people write in their diaries about (Peter, lecturer, UG).   

 Teachers are often worried about the implications of “oversharing” online, 
though, and this produces a problematic tension for students when they are not clear 
about the line between authentic refl ection and dangerous disclosure.  

   Risk: Sharing Too Much Information Is Dangerous 

 Recent work on youth social media practices has revealed that, as boyd has pointed 
out, privacy remains important, but its meaning is different in mediated spaces, where 
it denotes the ability to “limit access through social conventions” (boyd  2008 , p. 131), 
and where tactics such as “security through obscurity” replace structural boundaries 
(p. 133). Despite these tactics, the erosion of privacy online is viewed as highly “risky” 
in cultural discourses around blogging, and the dangers of too much disclosure are 
disturbing for students and teachers. Many experienced online disclosure as risky in 
the sense that it is or has the potential to become public, and to be misused:

  I had a guy come to see me yesterday with a [public web] portfolio…and I just said to him 
‘look, you’ve given up enough information here if someone really wants to, to claim your 
identity’ and he said to me ‘what do you mean?’ and I said ‘name, address, date of birth, 
family name’ and he went ‘oooh my god’ and [I] said ‘so can you take that down off your 
[portfolio] now, can you sort it out’, and I and we went through various documents that were 
on there to do with his portfolio and I said ‘I’d like that off, I’d like that off, I’d like that off 
and I’d’ and it was ‘no no you’ll mark me down’ and I said ‘no I won’t. I won’t mark you 
down’ (Sam, lecturer, UG).   

 Sam’s students are allowed (though not required) to create their portfolios on a 
public web site, but she worries about the implications of what she sees as a lack of 
common sense in their approach to personal disclosure – both factually and in terms 
of what she calls the “darker parts” of refl ection. At the same time, the student she 
discusses here clearly believes that he is required to make these disclosures, and 
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fears being penalised when it comes to assessment if he does not. Like Alex’s 
 perception of “honesty” as an assessment criterion, this student interprets the task of 
refl ection as a task of disclosure, and this creates problems for some teachers who 
fear the risks and consequences. 

 Some students have the same fears and respond by withdrawing from or removing 
what is seen as personal from their online refl ection:

  Jen: how come you didn’t put, be more sort of explicit about the kind of the depths of your 
soul or however you put it? 

 Dave (UG student): Um, because, I mean, again because you’re not quite sure who’s going 
to be reading it, or because [pause] and what I was writing in the blog was honest I just, you 
know I just wasn’t going to you know go in to the depths.   

 Similarly, Beth, an undergraduate student on a campus-based programme, 
explained that she would not communicate unhappiness about a course or lecturer 
in her (non-public) e-portfolio because it would then be “fl oating around in this 
virtual, you know, this void somewhere [laughs]”. This use of language is revealing: 
a  dangerous void is perceived by some even in the safety of digital walled gardens. 

 Much has been written about the moral panics surrounding internet safety and risk, 
especially in relation to young people (Carrington  2007 ; Hope  2008  ) , and as Efi mova 
and Grudin  (  2007  )  argue, “people are not careful”. The result is an  undercurrent of 
fear, danger and caution which is certainly affecting how students and teachers 
approach their online refl ective practices. This is at odds with many of the foundations 
of refl ective practice; where what is personal becomes, through the process of refl ec-
tive writing, fused with other materials of learning in ways which allow for indepen-
dence and creative exploration (Creme  2005 , p. 289). It is diffi cult (though perhaps 
not impossible) to square risk and fear with creative exploration, and negotiating that 
process requires more sensitivity on the part of teachers to the complex rhetorical 
strategies that online refl ection demands. These strategies are not routinely discussed 
with or taught to students, and this is a serious gap in an increasingly common digital 
practice. At present, the gap is fi lled in part by an intense concern on the part of 
 students about a discourse of “pretence” – they equate strategic performance with 
dishonesty. The cultural context of blogging positions the Web as a medium for decep-
tion, and students energetically distance themselves from such a possibility.  

   Pretence: No One Is Really Themselves Online 

 A key narrative around blogging and online presence in general is that, in contrast to 
the notion of authenticity and the associated riskiness of online disclosure, the Web 
is a medium which facilitates deception. Research into online dating (Ellison et al. 
 2006  )  and teenagers’ self-presentation in social networking (Bortree  2005  ) , for 
example, emphasises the careful and self-conscious crafting of identity which goes 
on in spaces which are, for one reason or another, high-stakes. This is a delicate 
operation, however, as the appearance of authenticity remains extremely important. 

 I have previously suggested that in educational contexts students may commit with 
extra intensity to “authenticating” the self they perform in refl ection online, to regain 
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or maintain a sense of control in a digital space which invites them, as Bayne  (  2005  )  
has argued, towards a dangerous fl uidity (Ross  2011  ) . Adele had quite a sophisticated 
understanding of identity itself as performance:

  you’re always performing somehow I mean…[pause] you know I think identity is made up 
of so many shades and it’s, you can’t really say the one is your true identity and the other 
one isn’t (Adele, PG student).   

 She was, nonetheless, adamant about her authenticity within her refl ective space: 
“I don’t have the feeling that it’s, that I put on a different identity for it. [pause]…I 
never had the feeling that I was making this up”. Identity may be fl uid, in other 
words, but it is still under her control. 

 One lecturer in my research explained how her students embraced and even 
demanded their tutors’ presence in their refl ective space:

  I’ve been able to log on and see what they’ve they’ve been doing, literally on a daily basis if 
I wanted to. We did give the students the option to not have me do that and to take me off that 
facility. What was interesting was, the students were all unanimous in that, no no no, they 
wanted that…what they were actually saying was that made them think about how to use it 
and how to behave in terms of recording their refl ective journal (Maria, lecturer, UG).   

 For these students, having their behaviour monitored was preferable to the doubt over 
their engagement, or of getting it wrong, that  not  being monitored opened up. I think this 
is partly about being seen to be a “real” refl ective person who is observable at any time 
because they are doing what they are supposed to do. Alex was quite explicit about this, 
describing his choice not to edit his blog before submitting it for assessment because, he 
explained, he thought it would demonstrate his “journey” better:

  I didn’t think that assessment wise it would benefi t from [editing] cause I thought that it, 
that the assessment would probably include whether there was a journey as well, well 
maybe not directly but I think, it wasn’t being assessed as a fi nished work, it was being 
assessed as a diary, my refl ective work, so it doesn’t really make sense to edit what you 
thought at the time cause that’s still valid (Alex, PG student).   

 The “othering” of the blogger in the press and other popular media produces a 
range of ambivalent positions on the part of teachers and students. Alex’s orienta-
tion towards assessment is also interesting because it suggests a response to the 
problem of blogging being seen as an illegitimate or narcissistic activity – to stress 
the extent to which it is being done as a requirement, externally imposed, rather than 
as a result of a desire on the part of the student.  

   Othering: What Kind of Person Would Share 
that with the Whole World? 

 An important aspect of popular narratives of blogging is that they are very often 
constructed by outsiders who examine blogging culture and practices from a con-
spicuous distance. There is a discourse of othering running through many if not 
most media reports, editorials and even some academic literature (for example, 
Nardi et al.  2004  )  on the subject, where blogging is very often represented as the 
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sort of thing that  other kinds of people  would do. Sometimes blogging behaviour is 
even pathologised, as in Buffardi and Campbell  (  2008  )  and Jacobs  (  2003  ) , who 
claims that “the very interactive nature of blogging makes it innately supportive of 
both exhibitionistic and voyeuristic behaviours” (p. 2). 

 This tendency to view bloggers as strange or “other” extends to some of the 
teachers I spoke with:

  I [pause] I don’t know why people blog. I, I’m not, it doesn’t appeal particularly. [pause] I 
can see having a public voice on the web would be nice, but it assumes that people are 
interested in what you’ve got to say and it means that you know that you have to have 
 interesting things to say every week or twice a week, and that’s not really a pressure that I 
particularly want but, a lot of people obviously do, so (Jane, lecturer, PG).   

 Students, too, make comments which emphatically demonstrate their non-blogger 
status:

  Jen: do you think at all about what you do, were doing in [the e-portfolio] as being like a 
weblog? 

 Beth (UG student): No, not really. No, I just, I just see it as a means of me getting, you 
know, getting my work done, really. 

 Jen: Yeah, okay. Um, and what do you think about kind of blogging, in the world, more 
generally? 

 Beth: …I can’t see me doing it. Maybe I feel like I, I honestly haven’t got anything interest-
ing to say, but I just think I haven’t really got time and I don’t… And what I think I just kind 
of kind of keep it to myself, I’m not really bothered about spreading it internationally! It’s 
not a, not a great urge of mine, and I just, well, who’d read it, who’d really care, you 
know?   

 In order to stake a claim of not being like the people described above, students 
and teachers have to distance themselves from their own practices to some extent. 
They do not want to be seen as one of the strange, narcissistic people who  choose  to 
engage in blogging practices (writing or reading):

  I don’t read other blogs really. I’m just not that interested. If people have got something to 
tell me they’ll come and tell me. And I’m not in to the big brother idea. I’ve never watched 
that programme. I just, um I don’t see the fascination that some people have with knowing 
everything about certain people’s moves (Theresa, UG student).   

 For students, who generally have not had a choice about whether to engage in 
online refl ection, the claim is that they are just doing what is required of them, that 
it is nothing to do with who they are; arguably not a very conducive starting position 
from which to develop refl ective habits: “a lot of students will start by saying ‘oh 
my god I hate blogging, why are you, why are you asking me to do this?’” (Jane, 
lecturer, PG). For teachers, who in many cases design these practices, or at least are 
responsible for promoting them to students, the claim would seem to be more sub-
tle: that their practices are different, are not of the risky, self-absorbed, problematic 
sort that they can critique as well as anyone:

  I think there’s a big psychological risk to being online too much. You know why do we want 
to go out and, I don’t know … I’ll tell you what I think it is, I think it’s this celebrity, cult 
of celebrity thing (Sam, lecturer, UG).   
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 For both students and teachers, there is a shadow hanging over their online 
 refl ective practice, one that illustrates the extent to which discourses of blogging 
leak into educational settings.  

   Narcissism: Bloggers Are Shallow and Self-Obsessed 

 As we see above, most discourses of blogging “other” the blogger in ways that are 
problematic for educational uses of online refl ection. The most common charge is 
that only narcissistic, self-involved people blog. Guadagno et al.  (  2008  )  claim that 
bloggers are predisposed towards neuroticism, while Curtain characterises the pri-
mary emotion of the blogger as one of anxiety:

  Anxiety may be the primary emotion associated with giving accounts of blogging, and 
perhaps of blogging itself – Do I update enough? Why don’t I write? Who is reading me? 
Why aren’t there more? What do they think about what I say? Have I said enough about 
enough…  (  2004 , online).   

 The discourse of the self-obsessed blogger is pervasive and problematic for the 
use of online refl ection in educational contexts. Some students may be happy to 
claim and perhaps subvert these less fl attering descriptions:

  I’m a show off and loudmouth by nature … So, I kind of feel like I’m happy for anybody to 
see sort of anything about me, I’m the sort of person who has a public profi le on Facebook. 
[laughter] (Megan, PG student).   

 Megan’s confi dent construction of herself as naturally “showing off” indicates 
both a clear understanding of the discourse, and a certain degree of powerlessness 
in the face of an intrinsic character trait. Other students are more susceptible to anxi-
eties when they are refl ecting online, especially when they are aware that their 
teachers can see their work at any time, and may be looking. It is notable, I think, 
how closely Charles’ questions here echo Curtain’s above:

  this kind of kind of dependency like one gets hooked on cigarettes or something [laughter], 
one kind of gets hooked on the tutor and thought, you know, ‘oh, why is she taking so long 
to mark this?’, you know ‘why aren’t I getting any feedback now?’, and it wasn’t long at 
all!…‘oh, she’s forgotten about me, oh that’s a real shame’. ‘Oh, didn’t I make more impres-
sion than that?’ [laugh] (Charles, PG student).   

 Charles believes that his task is to make an impression on his teacher – and that 
the mark of his success will be if he provokes her feedback. He sees himself as 
 having been addicted, “like one gets hooked on cigarettes or something”, to her 
response, and both desperate and helpless in the face of her silence. Mallan argues 
that, rather than implying mental health issues on the part of the blogger, these sorts 
of fears of invisibility are a fundamental aspect of the construction of “shifting 
 subject positions” online:

  These subject positions are not just ontological states, but inevitably entail a politics of 
 visibility, both at the personal level and at the level of technological infrastructure. It is this 
“visibility” which gives rise to epithets of narcissism and susceptibility  (  2009 , pp. 51–52).   
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 Another possible response to this charge of narcissism is to view blogging in a 
very pragmatic, commodifi ed way, tapping into discourses of employability and 
personal branding. The online context intensifi es questions of what should not be 
said, as we have seen, and also about how to put a “best face forward”, how to 
 leverage online presence as “personal brand” to best effect.  

   Commodifi cation: Your Online Presence 
Is Your Personal Brand 

 Within the framing of the Web as medium for deliberate self-presentation, there is 
increasingly the notion that it is essential for success in today’s world to nurture and 
manage a highly visible “personal brand” online. This discourse is managerial and 
market-driven:

  A strong personal brand identity ideally can endure for decades… To be successful, 
 aspirants must adapt to the growing maturity of the marketplace, competitive threats, 
changes in social mores and values, proliferation of communication channels, and other 
factors that serve to challenge brand resilience (Rein et al.  2005 , p. 349).   

 The personal brand which lasts for decades is cast as not only a benefi t but one 
which can and must be harnessed and controlled by the “aspirant”. Cultivating a 
 personal brand requires a strategic and calculating posture towards online disclo-
sure and identity, and just the right combination of authenticity and marketing 
prowess. Some students, taking this to heart, are very concerned about getting their 
online refl ections “right” in the fi rst instance and wary of losing control of their 
message online:

  It felt safer writing it in a Word document fi rst. There’s something about writing directly 
you know into an online format whatever that is more [pause] live I suppose… I need to be 
absolutely sure that what I’m writing is what I want to write because it might it might disap-
pear onto the internet at any time, you know? [laugh] …maybe it’s something to do with um 
what you, sort of preconceptions of what a blog is and what the internet is …you know, that 
blogs are very public things (Lynne, PG student).   

 Because it felt risky, public and “live”, Lynne put off her engagement with the 
online refl ective space so that she entered it only when she was sure of what she 
wanted to say. Lynne’s cautious approach would seem to bear out Kimball’s con-
cern that the persistent nature of digital archives may cause students to back away 
from a more spontaneous, authentic process of refl ection  (  2005 , p. 454). The fear of 
losing something in the Web – something which can never be retrieved, but that will 
forever follow and mark its author – is where the risk of disclosure meets the prom-
ise of the personal brand, and it is extremely problematic for traditional notions of 
what refl ective practice should be about. 

 Personal branding also goes hand in hand with a stated need to stand out in what 
is often referred to as an “attention economy” (Lanham  2007  ) . Here again, students 
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are aware of and engaged with the possibilities for their refl ective online spaces, 
even if it is not immediately intended for a wider audience:

  there’s something quite motivating and engaging about just publishing something even if 
it’s only to one person… if I wanted to I could share it publicly and I could promote it and 
I could get people to look at it. And even though I’m not doing that I kind of know that I 
could (Alex, PG student).   

 The rhetoric of empowerment and professionalisation that blogging carries with it 
depends to a large extent on a belief in the control of the individual over their brand, 
and the harnessing of the Web for the individual’s goals and purposes. However, even 
if bloggers manage only to release aspects of themselves which are professionally 
appropriate, the archive constitutes a form of compulsory memory over which indi-
viduals have little control: “we do not produce our databased selves, the databased 
selves produce us” (Simon  2005 , p. 16). Database-driven technologies for  storing  the 
data produced in online refl ection may, in the case of public or potentially public 
refl ection, produce a radical recontextualisation, as “digital archives allow situational 
context to collapse with ease. …search engines can collapse any data at any period 
of time” (boyd  2001 , p. 33). A remixed, recontextualised version of yourself may 
bear little resemblance to the identity you are trying to project. The carefully crafted 
online personal brand is, therefore, an illusion, and a constraining one at that.  

   Conclusion 

 There is a growing openness in higher education to an e-learning agenda which 
positions new digital “tools” as the answer to market needs, globalisation, and a new 
generation of so-called digital native consumer-students, without an accompanying 
critical stance which would support students and teachers to engage creatively and 
carefully with digital practices and cultures (Clegg et al.  2003 ; Goodfellow and Lea 
 2007 ; Bayne and Ross  2011  ) . These tools and environments are neither innocent nor 
culturally neutral, though as they are “inscribed with social meaning, power rela-
tions, possibilities for and restrictions on the expression of personal identity” 
(Goodfellow and Lea  2007 , p. 128), and their use in higher education can produce 
many points of tension. 

 As we see in the previous section, new pressures and problems are produced 
when refl ection moves online. Cultural constructions of the blog as a space of con-
fession, the reconfi guration of privacy online, and a perceived need to “prove” one’s 
authenticity in the face of a web which facilitates deception sit uneasily with the 
riskiness and danger associated with too much disclosure. Too much disclosure also 
carries with it the possible charge of narcissism, and the construction of a “bad” 
personal brand, archived forever. It is clear that new rhetorical strategies are needed 
to make the best use of online refl ective spaces, and that more explicit engagement 
with the “webness” of these practices is urgently required. In particular, online 
refl ection in higher education requires a new orientation towards authenticity that 
takes account of issues of power, identity and disclosure in the online context. 
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 Lillis describes a dominant “practice of mystery”  (  2001 , p. 74) surrounding 
 academic writing in higher education. In her research context, teachers know what 
they want and expect students to know how to deliver it. In online refl ective  practices, 
teachers are in a new and complex space in which they do not always know what 
they want. This is partly, as Carpenter claims, because online literacy practices are 
at odds with notions of boundary crossing, joining the club, or “insiderdom” (Russell 
et al.  2009 , p. 413) that characterise traditional academic practices (Carpenter  2009 , 
p. 142). It is also because a discourse of replication is so prevalent in the sphere of 
e-learning, claiming that online practices can be imported wholesale from their 
offl ine counterparts. This is, quite simply, not so. 

 As teachers, we need to review and revise how we induct students into the 
 practice of online refl ective writing, and what we expect of their online refl ections. 
This could mean, for instance, being more defi nite in welcoming students’ fi ctions, 
and their experiments with voice and subjectivity, whether cautious or playful. 
At present, students feel they must, at all costs, be seen to be authentic in their 
online refl ections, and this, paradoxically, is hampering their understanding of and 
engagement with a challenging mode of writing. If explicitly offered the online 
refl ective space as a space of construction, experimentation and refi nement – as a 
challenge to situate themselves as academic and professional actors within a 
 particular disciplinary framework – the need for a strategic approach could be less 
confusing and more rewarding for students. 

 The values of authenticity and personal development need to be reviewed for 
 networked learning contexts which are social in complex ways, and enmeshed in webs 
which do not respect boundaries separating vernacular and academic discourses or 
spaces. Some university teachers are actively exploring these kinds of new perspectives, 
and are both excited and challenged by what they are fi nding. For example, Hughes and 
Purnell  (  2008  )  have been working with e-portfolios, and are concluding that: 

 the new landscapes may offer exciting ‘openings’ (Stronach & MacLure, 1997) for learning 
and teaching that support the shift from traditional anxious academic literacy practices of 
monologic addressivity to a more fl uid and exciting literacy ‘infi delity’ allowing for increas-
ing dialogue and exchange within student groups (p. 151). 

 More broadly, as researchers into networked learning, we should always be 
attending to networks in both senses described in the early part of this chapter: pur-
poseful digital connections and inevitable digital fl ows. In their networked learning 
practices, students and teachers are working at the boundaries of the deliberate and 
the unruly, and this is a diffi cult and fascinating space which would benefi t from 
more exploration and creative and critical attention.      

      References 

   Barrett, H., & Carney, J. (2005).  Confl icting paradigms and competing purposes in electronic 
portfolio development . Retrieved 22 September, 2011, from:   http://www.electronicportfolios.
com/portfolios/LEAJournal-BarrettCarney.pdf      

    Barton, D., Hamilton, M., & Ivanič, R. (2000).  Situated literacies: Reading and writing in context . 
London: Routledge.  



20511 Just What Is Being Refl ected in Online Refl ection?…

   Bayne, S. (2005). Deceit, desire and control: The identities of learners and teachers in cyberspace. 
In Land R. & Bayne, S. (Eds.),  Education in Cyberspace . London: RoutledgeFalmer.        

      Bayne, S., & Ross, J. (2011). ‘Digital Native’ and ‘Digital Immigrant’ Discourses: A Critique. In 
R. Land, & S. Bayne (Eds.),  Digital difference: perspectives on online learning  (pp. 159–170). 
Rotterdam: Sense.  

    Bortree, D. (2005). Presentation of self on the Web: An ethnographic study of teenage girls’ 
Weblogs.  Education, Communication & Information, 5 (1), 25–39.  

    Boud, D., Keogh, R., & Walker, D. (1985).  Refl ection: Turning experience into learning . London: 
Kogan Page.  

    boyd, D. (2001).  Faceted Id/entity: Managing representation in a digital world . Cambridge: MIT.  
    boyd, D. (2008). Why youth (heart) social network sites: The role of networked publics in teenage 

social life. In D. Buckingham (Ed.),  Youth, identity, and digital media  (pp. 119–142). 
Cambridge: MIT.  

    Brockbank, A., & McGill, I. (1998).  Facilitating refl ective learning in higher education . 
Buckingham: SRHE/Open University Press.  

    Bruns, A., & Jacobs, J. (2007).  Uses of blogs . New York: Peter Lang.  
    Buffardi, L., & Campbell, W. K. (2008). Narcissism and social networking web sites.  Personality 

and Social Psychology Bulletin, 34 (10), 1303–1314.  
   Butler, P. (2006).  A review of the literature on portfolios and electronic portfolios . Palmerston 

North: Massey University College of Education. Retrieved 22 September, 2011, from:   http://
akoaotearoa.ac.nz/download/ng/fi le/group-996/n2620-eportfolio-research-report.pdf      

    Carpenter, R. (2009). Boundary negotiations: Electronic environments as interface.  Computers 
and Composition, 26 , 138–148.  

    Carrington, V. (2007). ‘I’m Dylan and I’m not going to say my last name’: Some thoughts on child-
hood, text and new technologies.  British Educational Research Journal, 34 (2), 151–166.  

    Castells, M. (1999).  Critical education in the new information age . Oxford: Rowman & Littlefi eld.  
    Clegg, S., Hudson, A., & Steel, J. (2003). The emperor’s new clothes: Globalisation and e-learning 

in higher education.  British Journal of Sociology of Education, 24 (1), 39–53.  
    Creme, P. (2005). Should student learning journals be assessed?  Assessment & Evaluation in 

Higher Education, 30 (3), 287–296.  
   Curtain, T. (2004). Promiscuous fi ctions. In Gurak, L. J. Antonijevic, S., Johnson, L., Ratliff, C., & 

Reyman, J. (Eds.),  Into the blogosphere: Rhetoric, community, and culture of weblogs . Retrieved 
22 September, 2001, from:   http://blog.lib.umn.edu/blogosphere/promiscuous_fi ctions.html      

    Devas, A. (2004). Refl ection as confession: Discipline and docility in/on the student body.  Art 
Design and Communication in Higher Education, 3 (1), 33–46.  

   Doctorow, C. (2006). Disney exec: Piracy is just a business model.  Boing Boing.  Retrieved 22 
September, 2001, from:   http://www.boingboing.net/2006/10/10/disney-exec-piracy-i.html      

   Duffy, P., & Bruns, A. (2006).  The use of blogs, wikis and RSS in education: A conversation of 
possibilities.  Presented at the Online Learning and Teaching Conference 2006, Brisbane.  

    Dutta, S. (2010). Managing yourself: What’s your personal social media strategy?  Harvard 
Business Review, 2010 , 1–5.  

    Dyson, E. (1998).  Release 2.1: A design for living in the digital age . New York: Broadway Books.  
   Efi mova, L., & Grudin, J. (2007). Crossing boundaries: A case study of employee blogging. 

 Proceedings of the Fortieth Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences (HICSS-40).  
Los Alamitos: IEEE Press.  

   Ellison, N., Heino, R., & Gibbs, J. (2006). Managing impressions online: Self-presentation pro-
cesses in the online dating environment.  Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 
11 (2). Retrieved 22 September, 2001, from:   http://jcmc.indiana.edu/vol11/issue2/ellison.html      

   E-Quality Network (2002).  E-quality in e-learning manifesto . Presented at the Networked Learning 
2002 Conference, Sheffi eld. Retrieved 22 September, 2001, from:   http://csalt.lancs.ac.uk/esrc/      

    Freidrich, B. (2007).  Fictional blogs: How digital narratives are changing the way we read and 
write . Cedar Rapids, IA: Coe College.  

    Goodfellow, R., & Lea, M. (2007).  Challenging E-learning in the university: A literacies approach . 
Maidenhead: Open University Press.  



206 J. Ross

    Goodyear, P., Banks, S., Hodgson, V., & McConnell, D. (2004).  Advances in research on networked 
learning . Dordrecht: Kluwer.  

    Guadagno, R., Okdie, B., & Eno, C. (2008). Who blogs? Personality predictors of blogging. 
 Computers in Human Behavior, 24 , 1993–2004.  

    Hargreaves, J. (2004). So how do you feel about that? Assessing refl ective practice.  Nurse 
Education Today, 24 , 196–201.  

    Holbrook, D. (2006).  Theorizing the diary weblog . Chicago: University of Chicago.  
    Holquist, M. (2002).  Dialogism . London: Routledge.  
    Hope, A. (2008). Internet pollution discourses, exclusionary practices and the ‘culture of over-

blocking’ within UK schools.  Technology, Pedagagy and Education, 17 (2), 102–113.  
   Hughes, J., & Purnell, E. (2008). Blogging for beginners? Using blogs and eportfolios in teacher 

education.  Proceedings of the 6th International Conference on Networked Learning.  Lancaster: 
Lancaster University .   

    Ivanič, R. (1998).  Writing and identity: The discoursal construction of identity in academic writing . 
Amsterdam: Benjamins.  

   Jacobs, J. (2003).  Communication over exposure: The rise of blogs as a product of cyber-voyeurism . 
Paper presented at ANZCA03 Conference, Brisbane.  

    Jones, C., & Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L. (2009). Analysing networked learning practices. In L. Dirckinck-
Holmfeld, C. Jones, & B. Lindström (Eds.),  Analysing networked learning practices in higher 
education and continuing professional development . Rotterdam: Sense Publishers.  

    Kimball, M. (2005). Database e-portfolio systems: A critical appraisal.  Computers and Composition, 
22 , 434–458.  

    Lair, D. J., Sullivan, K., & Cheney, G. (2005). Marketization and the recasting of the professional 
self.  Management Communication Quarterly, 18 (3), 307–343.  

    Lanham, R. (2007).  The economics of attention . Chicago: University of Chicago Press.  
    Lea, M., & Street, B. (2009). Student writing in higher education: An academic literacies approach. 

In F. Fletcher-Campbell, G. Reid, & J. Soler (Eds.),  Approaching diffi culties in literacy develop-
ment: Assessment, pedagogy and programmes . London: Sage.  

    Lillis, T. (2001).  Student writing: Access, regulation, desire . London: Routledge.  
    Lillis, T. (2003). Student writing as ‘Academic Literacies’: Drawing on Bakhtin to move from 

critique to design.  Language and Education, 17 (3), 192–207.  
    Macfarlane, B., & Gourlay, L. (2009). The refl ection game: Enacting the penitent self.  Studies in 

Higher Education, 14 , 455–459.  
    Mallan, K. (2009). Look at me! Look at me! Self-representation and self-exposure through online 

networks.  Digital Culture and Education, 1 (1), 51–66.  
    McKenna, C. (2005). Words, bridges and dialogue: Issues of audience and addressivity in online 

communication. In R. Land & S. Bayne (Eds.),  Education in cyberspace  (pp. 91–104). London: 
RoutledgeFalmer.  

    Moon, J. (1999).  Refl ection in learning and professional development: Theory and practice . 
London: Routledge.  

   Nardi, B., Schiano, D., & Gumbrecht, M. (2004).  Blogging as social activity, or, would you let 900 
million people read your diary?  Computer Supported Cooperative Work ’04, Chicago, IL.  

   Peters, T. (1997). The brand called you.  Fast Company , 10. Retrieved 22 September, 2001, from: 
  http://www.fastcompany.com/magazine/10/brandyou.html      

    Poster, M. (2006).  Information please: Culture and politics in the age of digital machines . Durham: 
Duke University Press.  

    Reed, A. (2005). ‘My blog is me’: Texts and persons in UK online journal culture (and anthropology). 
 Ethnos, 70 (2), 220–242.  

    Rein, I., Kotler, P., Hamlin, M., & Stoller, M. (2005).  High visibility: Transforming your personal 
and professional brand . New York: McGraw-Hill.  

    Ross, J. (2011). Traces of self: Online refl ective practices and performances in higher education. 
 Teaching in Higher Education, 16 (1), 113–126.  



20711 Just What Is Being Refl ected in Online Refl ection?…

    Russell, D., Lea, M., Parker, J., Street, B., & Donahue, T. (2009). Exploring notions of genre in 
‘academic literacies’ and ‘writing across the curriculum’: Approaches across countries and 
contexts. In C. Bazerman, A. Bonini, & D. Figueiredo (Eds.),  Genre in a changing world. 
Perspectives on writing  (pp. 459–491). Colorado: WAC Clearinghouse/Parlor Press.  

    Scott, S. (2004). Researching shyness: A contradiction in terms?  Qualitative Research, 4 (1), 91–105.  
    Simon, B. (2005). The return of panopticism: Supervision, subjection and the new surveillance. 

 Surveillance and Society, 3 (1), 1–20.  
    Stefani, L., Mason, R., & Pegler, C. (2007).  The educational potential of e-portfolios: Supporting 

personal development and refl ective learning . Abingdon: Routledge.  
   Walker Rettberg, J. (2008). Blogs, literacies and the collapse of private and public.  Leonardo 

Electronic Almanac, 16 (2–3), 1–10. Retrieved 22 September, 2001, from:   http://jilltxt.net/txt/
Blogs--Literacy%20-and-the-Collapse-of-Private-and-Public.pdf        



209L. Dirckinck-Holmfeld et al. (eds.), Exploring the Theory, Pedagogy and Practice 
of Networked Learning, DOI 10.1007/978-1-4614-0496-5_12, 
© Springer Science+Business Media, LLC 2012

    Introduction 

 Almost a decade has passed since the participants of the ESRC seminar series on the 
Implications of Networked Learning for Higher Education in the UK expressed a 
vision for a higher education, where access and connection were championed. This 
chapter considers those issues of access and connection, through the lens of 
Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts, and argues that specifi c types of objectifi ed capital 
can change students’ technological habitus, opening up the possibilities of increased 
access to higher education practices. 

 In this chapter, we report on the role of the objectifi ed forms of cultural capital 
(specifi cally cell phones) and the ways these forms of capital inter-relate with other 
forms of cultural capital, shifting power relations and opening up access to the fi eld 
of higher education. This is particularly pertinent in the South African context, 
where increased demand and participation by a diverse range of students have 
resulted in massifi cation of the sector: both student numbers overall and the number 
of black students in particular have grown substantially since the apartheid regime 
ended in 1994 (Council on Higher Education  2009 , p. 5). Indeed, the proportion of 
African students in the public higher education system as a whole increased from 
49% in 1995 to 61% in the 10 years post the apartheid government. And by 2007, 
African students made up 63% of the total enrolment in public higher education 
(Council on Higher Education  2009  ) . 

 At the same time, the sector is resource constrained. While there has been a 
steady increase in state funding for higher education since 2004, both in absolute 
terms and when infl ation is taken into account, the proportion of the national budget 
going to higher education has declined (Council on Higher Education  2009  ) . 
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Equally, state spending on computer equipment has declined, leaving technological 
provision dependent on the ability of individual institutions to raise additional 
funding. In South Africa, universities increasingly rely on other sources of funding; 
on average, a third of their income is from non-state sources. But the capacity of 
institutions to generate other funding streams differs, and the proportion of funds 
coming from other sources differs across institutional types with universities of 
technology most dependent on state funding (Council on Higher Education  2009  ) . 

 This is especially problematic in a country characterised by a severe digital 
divide and a higher education sector, where students from particular groups are 
disadvantaged in terms of their ICT access particularly with regard to ability and 
support (Czerniewicz and Brown  2009  ) . The type of university they have access 
to, with that institution’s concomitant ability to raise funds for learning tech-
nology, thus becomes yet another factor which can advantage or disadvantage 
individual students. 

 The cases reported in this chapter arise from long-term research on South 
African university students’ access to and use of information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) principally for learning (Brown and Czerniewicz  2010 ; 
Czerniewicz and Brown  2006 ; Czerniewicz et al.  2009  ) . Here, we present case 
studies of two students who can be regarded as exemplars of the two clusters of 
students we identifi ed in a large-scale study (described later), clusters we cate-
gorised as the “digital elite” and “digital strangers”. The digital elite formed 11% 
of our total sample – they were characterised by having more than 10 years expe-
rience using ICTs, had grown up with access to ICTs, indicated they had learnt to 
use a computer by teaching themselves or through social networks of family and 
friends and were able to solve current ICT problems themselves. We found in the 
South African context that this elite matched the characteristics of the “digital 
native” as espoused by Prensky  (  2001a,   b  ) , but differed in one important aspect – it 
was not about age, but about experience. The group identifi ed as digital strangers 
was signifi cantly larger – 22% of our sample. They had not had access to computers 
before coming to university, had less than 2 years experience using computers 
and relied most often on formal channels to acquire this knowledge. 

 Discussions about access to ICTs in the scholarly literature and the policy 
discourses usually refer directly to computers – hence, the more common references 
to computer literacy. Even the later term ICT literacy tends to mean computers 
rather than other types of technology. Yet, we found that while the group of “digital 
strangers” in our research were indeed strangers to computer-based technology, 
they were not strangers to all digital technology. Importantly, they all had access to 
and experience of cell phones. 

 This is especially relevant in the South African context, where growing up digital 
applies to only a small proportion of the population; only 14.8% of households have 
a personal computer (compared – a few years ago – to 75% in the UK and 70% in 
the USA) (International Telecommunication Union  2007  ) . There is also a marked 
connectivity divide between provinces within the country, with only two of the 
provinces (Western Cape and Gauteng) having a positive ratio in terms of the pro-
portion of Internet users in a province compared with the proportion of the total 
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population (Goldstuck  2008  ) . Furthermore, there is a marked rural/urban divide. 
One illustrative case study undertaken in the KwaZulu Natal Province involved a 
spatial analysis of the rural–urban divide and concluded that ICT access correlates 
with higher incomes and urban investment (Odendaal et al.  2008  ) . 

 Yet 67% of the South African population owns a cell phone (AMPS  2010  ) , and 
the number of unique South African users accessing the mobile Internet using WAP 
is already just about double the size of the number of users accessing the fi xed 
Internet (Joubert  2009  ) . Among the students we had surveyed previously, cell phone 
ownership was ubiquitous (98.5% in 2007) and not socially differentiated. In 
addition, cell phones were the main means of access to the Internet off campus by 
students from low socio-economic groups (SEGs) (Brown and Czerniewicz  2010  ) . 

 Given that all students inhabit digitally mediated worlds, that the digital forms 
part of their identities and that in the South African context this is facilitated by cell 
phone technologies, we were keen to consider what access to such ubiquitous 
technology might mean in terms of accessing and contributing to higher education. 
We found Bourdieu’s theoretical concepts a useful way to do so.  

   Bourdieu’s Theoretical Framework 

 Bourdieu’s framework provides a way of describing students’ practices through the 
key concepts of “fi eld”, “habitus” and “capital”. The fi eld explains and defi nes the 
structures or systems within which individuals attempt to achieve their outcomes. It 
is “a structured system of social positions … the nature of which defi nes the situation 
for their occupants” (Jenkins  2002  ) . Higher education is one of a series of relatively 
autonomous worlds or fi elds whose complex interactions constitute society. Like all 
social fi elds, higher education is a site of struggle over resources of all kinds, as it is 
“a system of forces which exist between these positions ….structured internally in 
terms of power relations” (ibid). 

 Access to forms of capital is central, as “positions [in the fi eld] stand in relation-
ships of domination, subordination or equivalence (homology) to each other by 
virtue of the access they afford to the goods or resources (capital) which are at 
stake in the fi eld. … The nature of positions, their ‘objective defi nition’, is to be 
found in their relationship to the relevant form of capital” (ibid). Bourdieu explains 
that “ … the structure of the distribution of the different types and subtypes of 
capital at a given moment in time represents the immanent structure of the social 
world, i.e., the set of constraints, inscribed in the very reality of that world, which 
govern its functioning in a durable way, determining the chances of success for 
practices” (Bourdieu  1986 , p. 241). 

 Capital presents itself in four fundamental forms: economic, social, cultural and 
symbolic. Economic capital refers to assets either in the form of or convertible to cash. 
Social capital is about connections, social obligation and networks, i.e. who you know 
(or do not know) and advantages or disadvantages of a person. Cultural capital occurs 
in three states; embodied cultural capital refers to “long-lasting dispositions of the 
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mind and body” (ibid), expressed commonly as skills, competencies, knowledge and 
representation of self-image. Objectifi ed cultural capital refers to physical objects as 
“cultural goods which are the trace or realization of theories or critiques of these theo-
ries” (Bourdieu mentions pictures, books, dictionaries, instruments, machines, ibid). 
Institutional cultural capital is the formal recognition of knowledge usually in the 
form of educational qualifi cations. Symbolic capital is appropriated when one of the 
other capitals is converted to prestige, honour, reputation and fame – it is about 
recognition, value and status. 

 Importantly, one form of capital can be converted into another. The different 
forms of capital are different forms of  power , but the relative importance of the 
different forms varies according to the fi eld. 

 Habitus is the way that all the different constructs come together, the dynamic 
and shifting relationship between particular fi eld and capitals. Bourdieu explains 
that habitus is a system of durable and transposable dispositions, developed in 
response to determining structures. An individual’s habitus is both involuntary 
(outside of their control) and voluntary (changeable). Habitus is about identity, 
about being in the world and is the intersection between structure and agency. 

 It is, therefore, clear that while individuals are able to exercise agency, that 
agency is socially constrained and is exercised within the existing social conven-
tions, rules, values and sanctions, negotiated specifi cally within the rules of the 
fi elds in which they operate.  

   The Project 

   The Overall Study 

 This research is based on a research project that has been ongoing since 2003. The 
project, which comprised three phases to date, investigates various aspects of stu-
dents’ access to and use of ICTs. Phases 1 and 2 involved surveys of 6,577 students 
from 6 universities in the Western Cape region of South Africa in 2004, and 3,533 
students in 6 different universities located in other regions of South Africa in 2007. 
Phase 3 (on which this chapter is based) is a qualitative study which adopts a 
nested case study approach (Lieberman  2005  ) . Initially, we conducted a brief survey 
of 513 students across 4 universities as background. This survey was undertaken 
on students doing computer literacy training and information literacy/library 
courses on the one hand and those studying courses where ICT competencies were 
a required professional component on the other hand. 

 From this, we selected students with contrasting levels of access to ICTs and a 
range of degrees of use and then followed this up with 114 fi rst-level telephone 
interviews. We then conducted 38 second-level interviews with a subset of this 
group culminating in 6 focus groups.  
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   The Case Studies 

 The research reported here draws on data from the Phase 3 research, in particular, 
two illustrative cases of students who participated in all four levels of data collection. 
We selected these as they represented the two extremes of digital literacy that we 
had encountered in the earlier phases of our research. These two cases are an exam-
ple of how students exposed to different technologies at different stages of their 
lives used cell phones and computers for learning. The students Sipho and Nhlanhla 
(not their real names) are both similar (they are young, black males, live away from 
home and attend universities within the same province) and different (one grew up 
in a rural context and the other in an urban context, and they attend different kinds 
of institutions). Sipho attends a medium-sized, previously disadvantaged, compre-
hensive 1  university while Nhlanhla attends a small, traditional, previously advan-
taged university. Neither speaks English as a fi rst language with isiXhosa being 
Sipho’s home language and isiZulu, Nhlanhla’s. Sipho’s interviews were conducted 
in both English and isiXhosa and the focus group in which he participated was 
largely conducted in isiXhosa. Nhlanhla’s interviews and focus group were all 
conducted in English.   

   Findings 

   Nhlanhla: The Digital Elite 

 Nhlanhla arrived at university part of the digital elite having “grown up digital” with 
his fi rst digital experience through the family computer at age 7. He had access to a 
multiple range of ICTs and was a frequent user of technology socially. His advantage 
is manifest in his economic and social capital, especially with regards to the 
ability to persuade his parents to buy him new kinds of technology, as this snippet 
of family history indicates:

  [With regards technology in the family] I was in the driver’s seat, … and my brother would 
be on the passenger seat and my parents would be behind us, … my brother and I were the 
only people that actually really cared about technology, so it has always been us who’ve 
been in charge of, lets get this, lets do that, they don’t really mind what, ja, we just tell them 
we need to get this and if we convince them enough then they would … buy it   

 Nhlanhla lives in residence and uses three different university laboratories on 
campus, one of which is open 24 h a day. He has access to “ pretty much all the 
things that any post-teen/young adult has access to … cell phone, the walkman, 

   1   Comprehensive universities are a new category of higher education institution in South Africa 
which involved a merger between a university and a former “technikon” in the restructuring of the 
higher education system which occurred post 2000.  
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the iPod, laptop, computer and the internet ”. He has a smart phone, not even a year 
old, and has Internet access and Wi-Fi so if he can fi nd a hotspot he can use his 
phone for downloads. He would prefer to have Internet on his laptop, but 
his “ mother complained about the bill so she disconnected it ”. 

 Nhlanhla remembers fi rst starting to use the family computer at age 7. His 
formative experiences were with computers. He acquired his fi rst cell phone when 
he was 12 years old. He was motivated to start using technology by interest “ since 
my father was also into it, and we enjoy doing the same things, we both got into it ”. 
As he was growing up, he “ would read about technology in magazines, etc ”. 
Nhlanhla is extremely confi dent with using technology saying that he fi nds pretty 
much everything easy because “ I’ve grown up with computers so I can do all the 
basics and quite a lot of the advanced stuff ”. 

 His activities and interests are sometimes curriculum driven “ I do information 
systems and I’d love to go into the programming section of my work. Right now 
we’re doing databases and word documentation and we haven’t got to the program-
ming part yet ”. 

 Nhlanhla has a wide range of options in terms of access to technology and as a 
result he makes his choices about his technology practices in order of preference. 
He uses his phone to access the Internet as his fi rst preference. “ At the beginning of 
the month yes a lot because that’s when my contract has just been recharged so I can 
afford to but towards the end of the month my contract is nearly exhausted so I use 
the computers on campus ”. Once he runs out of cell time, if “ I don’t feel like walking 
out at night so I ask my friends if I can use their internet”  and  “If I need to use the 
internet desperately and my friends are busy I would primarily go to the jet labs or 
the union labs ”. 

 He values both cell phone and a laptop but would prioritise the cell phone: “ Right 
now it’s the cell phone, sometimes it’s hard to lug around a laptop everywhere so I’d 
say a cell phone is important, with internet access. My cell phone has wifi  so if 
there’s a wifi  spot I can use my phone to download something ”. Although the cell 
phone came later in his overall ICT experience and is part of a myriad of techno-
logical devices, it is his fi rst preference in terms of Internet access and if he 
could buy any new technology in the next 6 months, it would be a cell phone 
with more highly developed capabilities.  

   Sipho: The Digital Stranger 

 When Sipho arrived at university, he was a digital stranger having only just been 
exposed to computers for the fi rst time in his fi nal year of school, not having had 
access to ICTs while he was growing up. 

 On campus, Sipho’s choices are limited: the general university labs require 
booking and have a time limit on use and his department labs which “ we have to 
share … with the fi rst years, second years, all those guys ”. He lives away from campus 
and has an old desktop computer for university that he describes as “ not that good, 
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the thing is old. It has Windows 2000. So it lacks some things, anything that requires 
javascript it can’t accommodate ”. His father and brother do use a computer at work 
and when he goes back home he takes his computer with him and “ we only use it to 
play music and fun and games, that kind of thing, so nothing serious that we do ”. In 
addition, he has a cell phone with WAPs well as a fl ash drive. 

 It was through his cell phone that Sipho had his fi rst exposure to ICTs, the Internet 
and indeed was able to teach himself how to use a computer, and it is through the 
cell phone that he has the majority of his ICT-based social engagement. His earliest 
digital experiences were acquired fi rst through his cell phone which his parents 
bought him in his fi nal year of school. While he was also introduced to computers 
around this time, his fi rst experience of the Internet was through his cell phone. He 
taught himself how to use the cell phone via the manual and how to use a computer 
by downloading computer tutorials through the Internet on his cell phone and then 
working through them on his desktop. He did not do a computer literacy course 
when he started university as he was confi dent using ICTs, but he has had training 
through his degree programme as he is studying computer science. 

 Sipho is passionate about technology and about using it to access information, 
“ Yes, you must always search so that you remain up to date – so that you avoid 
being outdated. In other words in order to be up dated you must subscribe to those 
development sites, so that you often get newsletters – so that you know what is 
happening currently – what is happening just around ”. He continues to teach 
himself new skills, “I  was learning about creating html pages, and we don’t do that 
in school. And also the linux stuff, how to work on the linux 08 ”. 

 While Sipho’s access to technology is more limited in terms of what technology 
he can use off campus, it appears that his choices are more strategic and driven by 
activity. In contrast to Nhlanhla, he has to make choices about which tasks to do in 
the light of what technology he has available to him. When Sipho is at university, he 
uses the “school” computers, but these have limitations because “ they are some things 
you seem to be unable to be done on the internet for instance because the administra-
tion and all that kind of stuff because … there are so many restrictions ”. He uses his 
home computer for studying and storing things. He fi nds “ doing assignments and 
such things more easy on the computer because the computer has the keyboard and 
mouse and when it comes to a cell phone it would be diffi cult to do it ” .  He uses his 
cell-based Internet to solve problems, “ When I am studying at home or when there 
something that I think of doing, maybe I come across that particular topic that I am 
not good at, I then use internet – in other words it’s some bit of research ” .  But he is 
conscious of the limitations of mobile Internet “ because in most times a cell phone 
produces different results from those of a computer – it’s a bit limited, so if I want to do 
a thorough research I then use a computer or when I realize that its something that 
I must go deeper into it – but if I just want it to introduce something for me, then I use 
it (a cell phone), --I think it assists me but if I want to understand something that is 
diffi cult or if I am also looking for the other sites because the other sites are not com-
patible with my cell phone, so then a computer accommodate those ”   . 

 Overall, while Sipho considers computers important, he says he cannot live with-
out his cell phone.   
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   Discussion 

 With access to capital of all kinds shifting in different conditions, and varying at 
their respective universities, the two students use a range of technologies in a range 
of locations to facilitate their learning activities. In previous studies, we found that 
on-campus access was the key mechanism for ensuring equality of access for all 
students given that off-campus access has been so varied and unequal (Czerniewicz 
and Brown  2009  ) . Certainly, that is still true in these cases, as both students do have 
and use on-campus access. Yet, off campus, despite obvious differences, there are 
important similarities between these two students, with the central leveller being the 
cell phone. The increasingly complicated relationships users have with the different 
types of technology have led researchers Donner and Gitau  (  2009  )  to suggest that 
“mobile-centric Internet use” can occur in different ways. They created a typology 
of mobile-only Internet users and mobile-primary Internet users, with subcategories 
for those who had and those who had not used a PC prior to mobile Internet. 

 How are these students similar and how are they different? What can be observed 
about their individual habitus? Does the appropriation of a particular form of 
objectifi ed cultural capital change the power relations between students usually 
regarded as advantaged and those traditionally regarded as disadvantaged? Does 
access to the fi eld of higher education shift for particular individuals? 

 We see in these accounts the different ways that two students have converted 
their embodied cultural capital into an integral part of their person, i.e. their habitus. 
We are able to observe their “ways of acting, feeling, thinking and being. It captures 
how [they] carry within [their] history, how [they] bring this history into [their] 
present circumstances, and how [they] then make choices to act in certain ways and 
then not others” (Maton  2008  ) . 

 Both students have appropriated a specifi c type of cultural capital in its objec-
tifi ed form. They both acquired the economic capital to appropriate the material 
object and have attained the embodied cultural capital in the form of appropriate 
knowledge and skills to use ICTs for their cultural capital, in terms of “the digital”, 
to be recognised or represented, thus acquiring important symbolic capital. 

 However, although each student acquired the symbolic capital of digital literacy, 
they have not done so the same way nor have they had the same choices. This is not 
unexpected, as the process of choice is infl uenced by an individual’s cultural and 
social capital and material constraints (Ball et al.  2002  ) .This resonates with other 
interpretations of Bourdieu’s conceptualisation of the differences between people’s 
choices as “the opposition between the tastes of luxury (or freedom) and the tastes 
for necessity” (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 177–178; Ball et al.  2002  ) . Nhlanhla can make 
choices around what he prefers in terms of technology as he has access to multiple 
technologies in multiple locations. However, Sipho has to make his choices out of 
economic necessity because he does not have the same freedom of choice and must 
use the technology that is available to him either on or off campus. 

 For our two students, both the age at which the “work of transmission and 
accumulation of embodied capital” (Bourdieu  1990  )  began and the way in which 
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occurred are markedly different. This is important because, as Bourdieu (1986) 
reminds us, cultural capital “always remains marked by its earliest conditions of 
acquisition …”. The process through which our students appropriated the objecti-
fi ed cultural capital and the time necessary for this to take place have also had a 
marked infl uence on their attitudes. As a “digital elite”, Nhlanhla is comfortable 
with what he knows and feels confi dent that the opportunity to learn presents itself. 
Having grown up in a family endowed with strong cultural capital in terms of ICTs, 
he has always had the opportunity to accumulate his embodied capital and he can 
continue to assume that when he needs to acquire new digital skills he will be able 
to. He has no reason to suspect that the opportunity does not present itself and there-
fore no need to ensure that he grabs the chance when he can. 

 On the other hand, Sipho having started off as a “digital stranger” has had to 
acquire his embodied cultural capital in a much shorter time frame. His agency is 
expressed through motivation in learning new things and advancing his digital 
literacy. Sipho’s demonstration of agency is not unique; we have previously exam-
ined the “inventive capacity” students show to “circumvent the constraints imposed 
by structures” in earlier research (Czerniewicz et al.  2008  ) . 

 However, what is relevant in this discussion is that the cell phone has been inte-
gral in enabling Sipho’s agency – his habitus has been “reconfi gured” by access to 
embodied cultural capital in the form of a ubiquitous technology. The opportunity 
afforded by the cell phone for Sipho to fast track the appropriation of the embodied 
capital to be able to successfully use ICTs for his learning in a way that has recon-
fi gured his identity as the “digital stranger” he was when he entered university. 

 Bourdieu’s theoretical approach has been criticised for being determinist, and 
indeed the diffi culties of change are illustrated in his comment that “the precondi-
tion for the fast easy accumulation of every kind of useful cultural capital, starts at 
the outset, without delay, without wasted time only for the offspring of families 
endowed with strong cultural capital” (1986). 

 On the contrary, Sipho’s story provides evidence that the structures of habitus are 
not “set”, “but evolve – they are durable and transposable but  not immutable ” (Maton 
 2008  ) . Thus, these two stories indicate that habitus can change and that access to 
specifi c forms of objectifi ed cultural capital can have far-reaching effects.  

   Conclusion 

 It is through habitus that individuals are able to appropriate and maximise different 
forms of cultural capital. In order to do so, they need an understanding of the fi eld, 
its required activities and its legitimate discourses. Thus, capitals exist in terms of 
fi eld, and may have different values in different constellations in different fi elds. 
The fi eld of higher education is especially rule bound, both explicitly and implicitly. 
South African universities have mixed responses to the use of cell phones with few 
utilising them proactively for educational ends; indeed, some academics even ban 
their use in lecture theatres. Even so, students are using this technology to access the 
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practices of higher education, often without the knowledge and buy-in of the 
institutional authorities. In these two cases, both students are seen to be using cell 
phones for learning, with the more disadvantaged student benefi ting particularly. 
This study opens up questions regarding the relative importance of how capitals 
vary, and in particular the relationship of the different forms of cultural capital to 
one another and to the fi eld of higher education is of special interest given that cell 
phones have great legitimacy in other fi elds. 

 The question also arises as to how one form of cultural capital is converted to 
another. The assumption is always that it is embodied capital which is required for 
the objectifi ed state of cultural capital to have any meaning, but this study suggests 
that the acquisition of a particular form of objectifi ed capital (i.e. the cell phone) has 
an infl uence on – indeed transfers to – the embodied capital itself. It also raises the 
question of how social capital inter-relates with cultural capital, especially in the 
light of the requirements of the fi eld. While both students access social capital, this 
is variable and assists them differentially. Thus, social positions can be changed and 
shifted by increased access to different forms of objectifi ed cultural capital. 

 Bourdieu’s framework had provided a useful tool for the exploration of the 
complex and multi faceted concept of access to higher education as mediated by 
ICTs, expanding the notion beyond the simpler one of mere access to the tech-
nology itself.      
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    Introduction 

 This chapter shows how learning within networked learning can be understood 
through the lens of situated learning theory (SLT) through the concept of legitimate 
peripheral participation (Lave and Wenger  1991  )  and the situated curriculum 
(Gherardi et al.  1998  ) . The focus of the study is a 10-month leadership programme 
called LEAD for owner-managers of small- to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). 
Specifi cally, it asks, “How do SME owner-managers learn to become leaders through 
networked learning?” The chapter reports key fi ndings from an ethnographic study, 
including a virtual ethnography of one cohort of 25 delegates. It shows how delegates 
co-construct the situated curriculum and, through gaining fuller participation as a 
delegate in the networked learning community, identify more fully with the identity 
of leader. The facilitators within this networked learning experience are conceived 
of as enablers of the social construction of the delegates’ LEAD identity. Given the 
importance of the enablers’ roles, it is argued that critical refl exivity is essential 
within a networked learning programme like the one under investigation. 

 The chapter begins by contextualising LEAD, describing what the programme is 
and the pedagogy which underpins it as a networked learning programme.  
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   LEAD: A Networked Learning Programme 
for SME Owner-Managers 

 LEAD is a networked learning programme based on a social theory of learning and 
is infl uenced largely by SLT, whereby learning is situated or embedded within 
 activity. In terms of networked learning, this chapter specifi cally refers to the 
 defi nition of networked (management) learning as drawing mostly on theories 
 supporting social learning and social constructionism in relation to technology- 
supported management education. In the “E-quality in e-learning Manifesto”, 
 networked learning refers to:

  those learning situations and contexts which, through the use of ICT, allow learners to be 
connected with other people (for example, learners, teachers/tutors, mentors, librarians, 
technical assistants) and with shared, information rich resources. Networked e-learning also 
views learners as contributing to the development of these learning resources and informa-
tion of various kinds and types (E-Quality Network  2002 , p. 5).   

 Recently, these authors have called for a revisit to this manifesto and defi nition 
(Beaty et al.  2010  ) , but the defi nition is used here to show the perspective used in 
relation to LEAD as a networked learning programme. The relationship between 
facilitators and learners within LEAD is based on collaboration and co-construction 
of knowledge rather than on that of expert and acolyte (E-Quality Network  2002 , 
p. 6). Such a collaborative and participative approach to learning relies on the 
dialogical creation of meaning and construction of knowledge as discussed by Hodgson 
and Watland  (  2004 , p. 126). LEAD is rooted in a pedagogy which aims to support 
participative approaches to learning as proposed by Hodgson and Reynolds  (  2005 , 
p. 11). The programme is designed to encourage the delegates to learn from each other, 
 relying less on the tutor(s) as the “sage on the stage” but as the “guide on the side” 
(Jones and Steeples  2002 , p. 9). Sharing knowledge of running small  businesses is 
integral to the delegates’ learning of how to develop their leadership capabilities. 

 The programme adopts an integrated learning approach (see Fig.  13.1 ) starting 
with an induction day and an overnight experiential followed by masterclasses, 
coaching, action learning, business shadowing and business exchanges over a 
10-month period. An online discussion space supports communication and peer-to-
peer interaction between everyone involved in LEAD (delegates and facilitators) 
when not physically together. Smith and Peters’  (  2006  )  paper gives a detailed 
 overview of how LEAD was designed. In brief, the following key learning  processes 
underpinned the programme: 

   Taught learning – to heighten the salience of leadership to stimulate greater • 
 identifi cation with the social role as leader  
  Observational learning – to provide opportunities for owner-managers to observe • 
a number of leadership styles  
  Enacted learning – to refi ne the observed learning in action  • 
  Situated learning – to ensure that the enactment is context relevant and not artifi cial • 
(ensuring relevance and applicability)    
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 Typically, SME owner-managers do not see themselves as leaders and often have 
no one to talk to about their business issues and little opportunities to learn leadership. 
The pedagogy of LEAD is designed to provide opportunities to alleviate the feelings 
of isolation experienced by owner-managers of SMEs (see Smith and Peters  2006  ) . 
Together, the learning interventions result in knowledge that is socially constructed, 
largely through a dialogical process through peer-to-peer learning emerging from 
relational dialogue (see Ferreday et al.  2006  ) . The salience of the conversations the 
delegates have lies at the heart of this. The delegates engage with the ideas that come 
from the different elements of LEAD and develop skills and capabilities relevant to 
their own situations back in their businesses. This enables them to address problems 
and share knowledge (see Wenger  2004  )  and the peer-to-peer learning is designed to 
help them make sense of the taught, situated, observed and enacted learning. 

 Learning arises from participation in a community and gaining recognised 
 membership within that community (see Lave and Wenger  1991  ) . The activity for 
the delegates on the programme is their own work practice as owner-managers of 
SMEs. In other words, the learning they experience as a result of LEAD is situated 
back into their own contexts. Hodgson  (  2009 , p. 131) makes the link between SLT 
and management education arguing that becoming a member of a community can 
be interpreted as:

  learning through participation in the pedagogy and curriculum of a given educational 
 programme. Through this participation “students” learn how to be a participant or member 
of a given knowledge community and acquire the language and an identity that is recogn-
ised by that community.   

  Fig. 13.1    The LEAD-integrated learning model       

 



224 S.M. Smith

 This chapter presents the key fi ndings from a qualitative piece of research which 
explored the learning processes within LEAD. The methodology is discussed next 
followed by the key fi ndings.  

   Methodology 

 This is an interpretive study that draws on empirical qualitative research gathered 
over a period of four years. The main method of enquiry has been through an eth-
nography both online and offl ine with one cohort of 25 owner-managers who were 
on LEAD. As discussed, LEAD is rooted in a pedagogic assumption that peer-to-
peer learning is benefi cial to the SMEs. The aim of the study was to explore how the 
delegates learn leadership through networked learning. The author was also the 
director of LEAD and for this cohort also took on the role and identity of researcher 
undertaking an ethnography of the cohort under investigation. As such, she immersed 
herself as fully as possible in LEAD, trying to experience LEAD when and where 
the delegates experienced it. Ethnographic research is based on observational work 
in a particular setting (Silverman  2005 , p. 37) and allows qualitative researchers to 
get “inside the minds” of those being studied (Curran and Blackburn  2001 , p. 113). 
Ethnographies are typically carried out in a physical space, a tendency which is 
exacerbated by the historical roots of anthropology in the study of relatively isolated 
communities (Hine  2000  ) . Certainly, there is a tendency to treat the fi eld site as a 
physical place, where one goes and writers stress the importance of face-to-face 
presence in events and interactions (Van Maanen  1998  ) . 

 In addition to a “traditional” ethnography including observations and interviews, 
a virtual ethnography was conducted online on the LEAD forum. Hine  (  2000 , p. 59) 
proposes that it could be useful to treat the Internet as a separate cultural sphere in 
order to understand how it is articulated into, and transforms off-line relationships. 
She continues, “This would enable a much richer sense of the uses of the Internet 
and the ways in which local relationships shape its use as a technology and as a 
cultural context” (ibid, p. 60). Networked learning seeks to connect learners to 
resources and although technology is a prominent feature, the connections can be to 
physical resources also (see Hodgson and Reynolds  2005  ) . This study combines 
online and off-line observations and the connectivity between the two. 

 Having an off-line relationship with the delegates also gave the researcher what 
Tapscott et al.  (  2000  )  termed “digital capital” during discussions with the delegates 
online. Combining the off-line and virtual ethnography allowed the researcher to 
follow the delegates into different areas and elements of LEAD, although as with 
any ethnography the research cannot be “everywhere at once” or record everything 
that happens within a particular group or context. Data partiality is a topic of discus-
sion within qualitative research. Drawing on Silverman  (  2005 , p. 52), a claim is not 
made to “give the whole picture” and the inevitable partiality is celebrated through 
the validity and reliability of the analysis and interpretation. 

 The data were analyzed using the theoretical frameworks of SLT and Communities 
of Practice theory. In the context of networked learning, other authors have also 
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drawn upon these frameworks to inform the design of networked learning (Cousin 
and Deepwell  2005  ) ; to provide a context for understanding practices within 
 communities that can be applied to networked learning (Fox  2005  )  and to critique 
the collaborative approach advocated by networked learning (Hodgson  2009  ) . This 
study focused on the learning processes within the networked learning community. 
The following discussion presents the key fi ndings in relation to identity and  learning 
from this study. It should be noted that the pseudonyms are used for the delegates’ 
names when presenting the data.  

   Key Findings 

 The key fi ndings are presented to show how small business owner-managers learn 
leadership within networked learning. They are: the situated curriculum, challenging  
the situated curriculum, identity and legitimate peripheral participation, enablers 
and refl exivity in networked learning.  

   The Situated Curriculum 

 Social theories of learning are concerned with the practices within learning com-
munities. In seeking to understand the learning processes, the study explores how 
the learning community develops a situated curriculum which is co-constructed 
between the delegates and facilitators. 

 To show how delegates learn to engage with the integrated learning model, the 
idea of a curriculum is invoked. Curriculum is often equated to a syllabus or a body 
of knowledge content and/or subjects with education being the process by which 
these are transmitted or “delivered” to students by the most effective methods that 
can be devised (Blenkin et al.  1992 , p. 23). Lave and Wenger  (  1991  )  argue that a 
teaching curriculum is constructed for the instruction of newcomers into a commu-
nity. As a leadership programme, LEAD has a teaching curriculum, but learning to 
be a member in this community (and therefore a LEAD delegate) goes further than 
being exposed to or learning through the teaching curriculum. It is proposed that 
Gherardi et al.’s  (  1998  )  notion of the situated curriculum can be used to show how 
the owner-managers learn the craft of being a delegate. Gherardi et al.  (  1998 , p. 275) 
use the concept of the situated curriculum understood as “the pattern of activities 
that instruct the process socialization of novices in a context of ongoing work 
 activities”. Gherardi et al. use it to describe how workplace learning takes place on 
a construction site in Italy through researching how practical expertise and tacit 
skills are passed from senior workers to novices. It is proposed that LEAD has its 
own situated curriculum and the delegates learn to “behave” in the different learning 
interventions through learning, developing and enacting the situated curriculum. 
In doing so, they gain the identity as a LEAD delegate. 

 In addition to the situated curriculum, LEAD can also be considered to have what 
Wenger  (  1998  )  terms the “living curriculum”. Wenger uses this to describe how an 
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apprentice learns through a community of practice. For Wenger, the  curriculum is the 
community of practice itself  (  1998 , p. 4). On LEAD, the living curriculum is learnt 
with the help of the facilitators and the situated curriculum is co-constructed through 
the learning community (i.e. their cohort and the facilitators). 

 The following accounts demonstrate through how this cohort co-constructed the 
situated curriculum. The analysis explains how learning the situated curriculum of 
LEAD helps to understand how the delegates learn on LEAD. The fi rst account is 
an observation of action learning set which involves six delegates and a facilitator. 
It shows, through three different episodes in the same set meeting, how the facilita-
tor guides the delegates to act in a way appropriate to the learning intervention, thus 
bringing (part of) the situated curriculum to the surface.  

    This is the fi rst set meeting after they had their 
 introduction to action learning and a practice set a 
couple of weeks ago. [Facilitator] explained the pur-
pose of ground rules within action learning and told 
them they are like a learning contract for which they 
have responsibility for. It is up to them what ground 
rules they have as they are unique to this set. The 
group make some suggestions for the ground rules 
and [facilitator] writes them on the fl ip chart paper 
in big, bold writing explaining that they can always 
revisit them and modify them as they go along. 

 [Facilitator] goes back over what they talked about 
during the introduction to action learning. [Facilitator] 
talks through the terminology of air time (where the 
presenter presents the issue) and the process review 
(where the set refl ects on the process of action learn-
ing rather than the issue). [Facilitator] checks they are 
okay with the terminology and sits back down asking 
who would like to present their fi rst issue. Gaynor 
says she defi nitely would not like to go fi rst. Simon 
says he has something he would like to work on. 

  The facilitator makes the 
teaching curriculum of action 
learning explicit

    

 ........... 

 At one point during Simon’s air time, Gaynor keeps 
making suggestions [facilitator] says, “turn it into a 
question”. She says, “How? I’m really struggling, 
I just want to tell him what I think” and Colin gives 
her a suggestion on how to do this. Colin says that 
Gaynor may have an observation to make. [Facilitator] 
chips in on another statement Gaynor makes later 
and says, “Is that your opinion or an observation you 
have for Simon?” It is okay to make an observation. 

  The situated curriculum begins 
to emerge

      

  Excerpt from ethnographic diary  
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 The action learning approach follows that advocated by Revans  (  1983  )  and 
matches the criteria set out by Pedler et al.  (  2005  ) , whereby questioning is the main 
way to help participants proceed with their problems and learning is from refl ection 
on actions taken. The facilitator helps the set members to learn how they should 
behave in an action learning set and learn the structured process of action learning. 
In the fi rst part of the above account, the facilitator explains the purpose of the 
ground rules and the terminology of “air time” and “process review”. These can be 
considered to be part of the teaching curriculum and Wenger’s  (  1998  )  living curriculum. 
The situated curriculum, on the other hand, emphasises the local and symbolic 
social characteristics of the system of practices (Gherardi et al.  1998 , p. 280). 

 The second part of the account shows that a situated curriculum is beginning to 
develop. This happens when the set member, Gaynor, struggles with the teaching/
living curriculum, demonstrated through her wanting to tell another set member, 
Simon, what she thinks. The facilitator checks whether Gaynor is adhering to the 
guidelines within action learning and makes clear that an “observation” would be 
appropriate and in doing so infers that her opinion would not be appropriate. The 
use of the term “observation” became part of the set’s discourse during all subse-
quent meetings and become an important tool in challenging the situated curriculum 
as is demonstrated further on. This is just one example of the delegates learning to 
function in the LEAD learning community and develop the practices of that com-
munity. However, here, the term “observation” is co-constructed by the community 
(including the facilitator) rather than assimilating a predetermined discourse. 

 This leads to the next fi nding which shows how the delegates conform to the situ-
ated curriculum but also challenge it. It is argued that challenging the situated cur-
riculum makes it visible.  

   Challenging the Situated Curriculum 

 The pedagogical aims of LEAD are to help owner-managers develop their  leadership 
capabilities. Identity is central to them to learn how to become delegates. To this 
end, to be a delegate means conforming to certain ways of behaving and therefore 
conforming to the situated curriculum. As the following post by Paul suggests, there 
is the “old me” or the “LEAD way”:    

      I am starting to think about situations with a much more “step back” approach 
and fi nding the issues are far easily dealt with. The most diffi cult thing for me 
is making sure I do it all of the time, I fi nd myself slipping into the “old me” 
and then realising that there is another way – The LEAD way! 

 LEAD forum post by Paul  
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      It is argued that once the delegates learn the situated curriculum they also learn to 
challenge it. This is ever present in the action learning sets, where they persistently 
try to break the “rules” that they themselves have set for this space. In the fi rst set 
meeting, all set members establish their own ground rules for their set; these included 
rules, such as committing to turning up to each session, respecting each other, treat-
ing each session as confi dential and trying to ask open questions and not to give 
advice. The ground rules are revisited throughout the duration of the set meetings 
and are amended or added to as appropriate. The action learning set members all 
agreed to these ground rules and they were pinned up on the wall at every set meet-
ing. The action learning sets are designed to help each other learn through refl ection 
by asking open questions and, crucially, not offering one another advice (Smith 
 2009  ) . The delegates often tried to break the ground rule of not giving advice by 
disguising advice by starting a sentence with “an observation I have is …” or “obser-
vation …” and then go on to explicitly give advice. The following account is taken 
from one of the set meetings, although similar accounts were observed in all of the 
set meetings. Three different parts of the observation are presented. The account 
shows some aspects of the situated curriculum of the action learning set that they 
have developed and learnt. For example, they have developed the practice of holding 
a pen up to indicate they want to say something (thus developing a situated curricu-
lum). The facilitator tries to help them turn a statement into a question that might 
help the issue holder (thus making the situated curriculum explicit). The account then 
shows how they try to challenge the situated curriculum by asking for advice or 
offering advice which is disguised as an “observation” or a “story” as they put it.    

      Frances presents her issue and a couple of the set members ask some 
 questions. This does not seem to be helping Frances. Gaynor puts her pen in 
front of her to indicate that she wants to chip in and makes an “observation”, 
as she puts it, and suggests an action for Frances. [Facilitator] steps in and 
asks Gaynor if she can rephrase what she has just said and turn it into a ques-
tion that could help Frances. Gaynor responds, “I just want to tell her what to 
do” to which Colin says, “Well, yeah we’re all thinking that but you have to 
ask a question”. 

 ------ 

 Adam says that he does not feel he is getting anywhere with his issue but he 
wants to know what to do, he wants a resolution. He shuffl es back in his seat 
and sighs and asks the group to tell him what to do. Earlier on, he had been 
extolling the benefi ts of open questions when they did the process review on 
Frances’ issue. And now, he is asking the group for explicit advice. He laughs 
a little and winks at the facilitator presumably acknowledging that this is not 
what the action learning set should do. Gaynor immediately says, “We’re not 
allowed to do that” at the same time as Simon says, “We don’t do that here”. 

 ------ 

(continued)
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      This account shows how the situated curriculum is being developed, learnt and also 
challenged. The fi rst part shows that Colin wants to challenge the situated curricu-
lum by telling Gaynor,  “You have to ask a question”.  In the second part, Adam 
specifi cally asks the group to tell him what to do. By laughing and winking at the 
facilitator, he is showing that he knows he should not be asking for advice but work-
ing through the process of open questions instead. This is reinforced by Gaynor 
saying,  “We’re not allowed to do that”  and Simon who says,  “We don’t do that 
here”.  Gaynor and Simon are speaking on behalf of this group who have developed 
an understanding of what the correct behaviour should be. Despite the set members 
knowing what they should do, the third part shows how Gaynor tries to get around 
or renegotiate the situated curriculum. By using the term,  “a story”,  Gaynor dis-
guises her advice for her fellow set member. Alan corroborates by telling Gaynor 
that she can cheat and tell him what to do. This account is light-hearted and the set 
members genuinely have each other’s interests at heart. What it shows is that the 
situated curriculum is being surfaced and challenged. 

 Gherardi et al.  (  1998 , p. 291) state that to the members of the community what they 
have called the situated curriculum amounts to nothing more than one of the many 
aspects of daily workplace activity that are taken for granted. They suggest that:

  once socialization to work has produced its effects, and newcomers have moved on from the 
role of peripheral participants to the status of fully legitimate members of the community, 
the learning they have acquired, together with its pattern and implicit complex logic, 
becomes part of their tacit knowledge. Such knowledge is not retained in the form of any 
sort of cognitive structure or plan or action, and is best understood as a custom … sustained 
by the community.       

 As Gherardi et al .   (  1998  )  suggest, people become so used to the situated curricu-
lum in their community that it renders itself invisible or at least hard to describe. 
Certainly, the researcher could never ask the delegates directly what the situated 
curriculum was or how they were learning it. By challenging the situated curricu-
lum, it is argued that the delegates surface it and make it (or part of it) visible. 
Bringing the situated curriculum to the fore in this analysis highlights the impor-
tance of learning to be a delegate. Learning and developing the practices of the 
LEAD community develops the situated curriculum. This is also bound up with a 

 “A story, I think” says Gaynor and she tells Alan a story from her own  company 
about her Managing Director. She begins to tell him that he could do the 
same. Alan asks if she can tell him a bit more about how she handled this 
 situation. Gaynor giggles, “We’re not allowed to tell you” to which Alan 
answers, “You can cheat”. 

  Ethnographic diary action learning set observation   

(continued)
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shift in identity as participants become fuller participants through the process of 
legitimate peripheral participation (Lave and Wenger  1991  ) .  

   Identity and Legitimate Peripheral Participation 

 The research builds upon the social learning theories proposed by Lave and Wenger 
 (  1991  )  and Wenger  (  1998  )  which view learning as situated or embedded within 
activity. Learning arises from participation in and gaining recognised membership 
within a community. This section uses Lave and Wenger’s  (  1991  )  legitimate periph-
eral participation to explain how owner-managers  become  LEAD delegates. 
Following this, an alternative reading of legitimate peripheral participation relevant 
to this piece of research is presented. 

 Legitimate peripheral participation encompasses: “[the] process of being active 
participants in the  practices  of social communities and constructing  identities  in 
relation to these communities” (Wenger  1998 , p. 4, emphasis in the original). Lave 
and Wenger’s  (  1991  )  seminal work uses community of practice to refer to commu-
nities of practitioners, where newcomers enter and attempt to acquire the socio-
cultural practices of the community. Lave and Wenger use legitimate peripheral 
participation to characterize the process by which newcomers become included in a 
community of practice:

  It concerns the process by which newcomers become part of a CoP. A person’s intentions to 
learn are engaged and the meaning of learning is confi gured through the process of becom-
ing a full participant in a sociocultural practice  (  1991 , p. 29).   

 The newcomers learn from old-timers, increasing their legitimacy within the 
group moving from peripheral participation to full participation as they identify more 
with the community of practice in question. This chapter uses the central concept 
within legitimate peripheral participation: How the learner’s identity shifts as he or 
she becomes a fuller participant? Typically, a delegate’s identity and behaviour 
change with increased participation. Joining the programme as owner-managers of 
small businesses, they often comment that at the beginning they do not feel like lead-
ers, rather they feel they are impostors. Feelings of loneliness and isolation are com-
mon as demonstrated in the following quote:  “To many people it is very lonely, it’s 
lonely being an owner-manager”  (Sarah, cohort 4). With no management team or 
hierarchical structure, and sitting at the head of the company in the “leader” role, 
the owner-managers have nobody around them to share thoughts with (Smith and 
Peters  2006  ) . As they engage with the integrated learning model, the delegates 
learn from one another and develop a situated curriculum which becomes part of 
the practices of the learning community. Through their participation, they learn 
how to become a delegate which, in turn, develops their own leadership capabili-
ties and results in an increased identifi cation with being a leader. Remarks, such as 
“ I know that I am a leader”  or “ I have the confi dence now to be a leader” , are 
common. Participating in the development of the learning and learning/developing 
the situated curriculum brings the delegates closer to full participation as depicted 
in the Fig.  13.2  below.  
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 Figure  13.2  shows that increased identifi cation with leadership can be seen almost 
as a by-product of learning to be a delegate. Legitimate peripheral participation is linked 
with learning to become a delegate (rather than explicitly becoming a leader). 
Increased identifi cation with leadership happens as a result of fuller  participation as 
a delegate. The salience of the conversations the delegates have lies at the heart of 
the participative pedagogy of LEAD and the process of gaining fuller participation. 
The delegates’ experiences resonate with one another which address the oft-quoted 
feelings of isolation as owner-managers and leads to an increase in confi dence and 
an affi rmation of their identity as they move towards a shift in identity from owner-
manager towards that of leader. 

 Becoming LEAD delegates infl uences their practice of running small businesses 
and how and where they are accountable. Communities of practice have a regime of 
mutual accountability which becomes part of the practice (Wenger  1998 , p. 81). As 
owner-managers of SMEs, the delegates are not only accountable to one another 
within LEAD, but are also accountable to their businesses. LEAD is a leadership pro-
gramme, so if it achieves its pedagogic aims of developing leadership capabilities, 
accordingly an increased identifi cation with leadership should be expected. In SLT, 
change in identity is inevitable with movement away from the periphery. Here, it is 
argued that it is through the process of learning to be a delegate and becoming a fuller 
participant that a shift in identity towards leadership happens. The following quote 
from Noel demonstrates this process:   

Legitimate peripheral participation Fuller participation

SME owner
manager

Engagement with the
LEAD integrated learning
model  

Co-construction of the
situated curriculum 

Becoming a
LEAD
delegate

Increased identification with being a leader

  Fig. 13.2    Shift in identity through legitimate peripheral participation       

      “I feel that my attitude to running my company has most defi nitely changed 
in the short period that I have been on LEAD. I think that it is pretty much 
linked to confi dence. I think that maybe my confi dence has been increased in 
business, it has probably been increased socially but certainly in business it 
has, to be part of this cohort” (Interview: Noel).  
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      For Noel, being part of his cohort affects his running of the business through an 
increase in confi dence and a change in his attitude to risk. The joint enterprise within 
LEAD can be considered to be both learning how to be a delegate  and  a shift in 
identity and practice of being an owner-manager to becoming a leader. Gerber and 
Scott  (  2007 , p. 463) argue that key factors in the process of identity development are 
the personal histories and perspectives of the learners. The following quote from 
Amy shows that the perspectives of the learners are indeed a key factor as to become 
a LEAD delegate they have to be ready to change their identity:   

      “You have to be open to changing your identity – Well LEAD was perfect for 
me, but you have to be ready for that change. You have to want it … you have 
to desire that change or want to … in order to do it … I feel a bigger person 
for it, a better person, certainly business-wise, more informed and more able 
to deal with what I am going to have to deal with in the next 12 months” 
(Interview: Amy).     

      It has been argued that learning and developing the situated curriculum are part of 
the process of learning to be a LEAD delegate. Using Lave and Wenger’s  (  1991  )  
legitimate peripheral participation has shown that as delegates reach fuller 
 participation their accountability lies not only to the learning community, but to 
their  businesses also. Accordingly, fuller participation leads to a shift in identity and 
increased identifi cation with leadership. This identity is socially constructed within 
the LEAD learning community through the circulation of knowledge through 
 relational dialogue. In all of Lave’s work, she urges us to use the environment as an 
analytic lens for the construction of particular identities (Chaiklin and Lave  1996 ; 
Rogoff and Lave  1984  ) . Similarly, Eckert et al.  (  1997  )  argue that social relations 
form around the activities and that particular kinds of knowledge and expertise 
become part of individuals’ identities and places in the community. The LEAD 
networked learning community is the environment for the construction of the 
LEAD delegate (and subsequently “leader” identity).  

   Enablers 

 This chapter argues that LEAD has a situated curriculum that is co-constructed 
between the facilitators and the delegates. It also shows that SME owner-managers 
learn how to become LEAD delegates and increase their identifi cation with leadership 
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through doing so. The practice or joint enterprise (Wenger  1998  )  is being, or learn-
ing to be, a delegate. An alternative reading of legitimate peripheral participation is 
used in the case of LEAD. It is proposed that learning to be a delegate is not learnt 
through seniors passing their knowledge on to novices as set out in SLT theory, but 
that this process is co-constructed between the delegates and facilitators  dialogically 
and observationally. There are no old-timers as such to learn the act of learning to 
be a delegate. The facilitators who take the role of old-timers help the delegates 
become fuller participants. A different interpretation, using the term “enablers”, 
may help to understand the process of legitimate peripheral participation within 
LEAD. The enablers are the facilitators. This is a departure from the SLT reading as 
the old-timers here are not owner-managers of small businesses but the facilitators 
within LEAD. Here, the enablers create the environment for learning. Gherardi 
et al .   (  1998 , p. 283) state that newcomers are not “social dopes” but active actors 
who are as much product as producer of the social reality they live in. Although they 
are referring to newcomers in the workplace, this argument applies to newcomers 
into LEAD, i.e. the delegates are the products and producers of the social reality of 
LEAD. The following quote shows that through being “open” and sharing a com-
mon goal of wanting to develop their leadership, the delegates are both the products 
and producers of the LEAD social identity:   

      “There is a link because everybody on LEAD wants to become a good leader, 
so there is a commonality there that sort of links you. … I think because we 
are there because we want to do it better and you know that you can’t do it 
better if you are closed. I think everyone recognises that in the openness is the 
growth and the learning” (Interview: Julie, cohort 5).  

      Guiding the delegates or role modelling is part of the social learning theory that 
underpins LEAD. The enablers are part of the process of imitation and modelling. 

 However, the role of the enablers is always different to that of the delegates 
because the delegates are learning to become delegates and therefore observe, imi-
tate and model one another. The enablers create opportunities and spaces for this to 
take place. Enablers help the owner-managers learn how to become LEAD delegates 
and thus develop and learn the situated curriculum which, as has been shown, has an 
impact on their identity as they shift from owner-managers to leaders. It is not the 
intention to change the fundamental idea of legitimate peripheral participation, 
more so to propose a way of understanding how learning takes place on LEAD by 
using the concept of enablers. Cousin and Deepwell  (  2005 , p. 61) note that partici-
pation enables learning and learning changes who we are. In relation to LEAD, it is 
argued that enablers create the opportunities for this shift in identity and therefore 
need to be critically refl exive in their practice, a point the chapter fi nishes with.  
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   Refl exivity in Networked Learning 

 Many of the delegates refer to their time on LEAD as their “LEAD journey”. This 
label has become part of the fi nal learning and refl ection day which involves them 
visually depicting their interpretations of their LEAD journey. As both director of 
the programme and researcher, the author is an integral part of their LEAD journey. 
She is part of the co-construction of the situated curriculum and an enabler of creat-
ing an environment, whereby the delegates’ identity can shift in the process of legit-
imate peripheral participation. It is argued, therefore, that this role needs critical 
refl exivity. The responsibility facilitators take in LEAD and their role in the process 
of learning to be a delegate should be highlighted. Critical refl exivity is needed by 
course designers, teachers, facilitators and others who share a part of any student’s 
learning. While the author was aware that she had a role in their learning journeys, 
undertaking this research and analysis has made this more explicit and given it 
labels through which to think and understand the learning processes within LEAD 
as a networked learning programme. This has enabled her to think more deeply 
about her own role in the co-construction of the situated curriculum and subse-
quently the delegates’ learning. 

 As discussed, the relationship between facilitators and learners in networked 
learning is based on collaboration and co-construction of knowledge rather than on 
that of expert and acolyte (E-Quality Network  2002 , p. 6). The principles of net-
worked learning promote collaboration and connectivity across networks promoting 
learners to take an active role in the construction of their learning experiences. 
Facilitators within networked learning are part of this construction. Hodgson  (  2009  )  
argues that critical refl ection is needed for learning which is based on collaboration. 
Cousin and Deepwell  (  2005 , p. 61) recognise that a diffi culty for e-facilitators is that 
networked learning communities can form shared repertories which can turn into 
congealed practices which are hard to change. This is true of any learning commu-
nity. Cousin and Deepwell continue that there is “a risk for educationalists wanting 
to promote network learning – or any other pedagogy – in that they too may congeal 
their ideas and practices into new and even oppressive orthodoxies” (ibid). Finally, 
this chapter argues that as educators, course designers, facilitators and so on, we need 
to be critically refl exive about our own role within networked learning with a need to 
think about the role we play in the co-construction of social identities.  

   Summary 

 This chapter asked, “How do SME owner-managers learn to become leaders through 
networked learning?” Using Gherardi et al.’s  (  1998  )  concept of the situated curricu-
lum, it was argued that the networked learning community, including the delegates 
and facilitators, develop and learn the situated curriculum. It was shown that  delegates 
conform to it but also challenge it. Learning and developing the situated curriculum 
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is essential in owner-managers’ learning how to become LEAD delegates. Becoming 
a delegate was part of the process of becoming a fuller participant through legitimate 
peripheral participation. Identity is a key aspect of this process. Becoming a delegate 
in turn develops their leadership capabilities and a shift in identity towards that of a 
leader. It was argued that the practice within the learning community is that of being 
a LEAD delegate and as such there are no old-timers in the same way as outlined by 
Lave and Wenger  (  1991  )  in the process of legitimate peripheral  participation. 
Therefore, it was suggested that the facilitators take the role of old-timers but that 
“enablers” is a more apt term as they create opportunities for learning within the CoP 
that lead to fuller participation. Finally, it was argued that as enablers, facilitators 
within networked learning need to adopt a critically refl exive stance in order to be 
aware of their own role in the circulation of knowledge and contribution to the shift 
in identity experienced by learners within networked learning.      
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   Introduction 

 The transition from the industrial to the knowledge or networked society, together 
with the worldwide digitalization and e-permeation of our social, political and 
economic lives, has brought challenges to the educational system. The speed of 
change increases and actualizes questions, such as: What does it mean to be a well-
functioning citizen? Which knowledge and competencies do people and societies 
need to adapt to cope with the emerging social formation of the networked society? 
How can the educational system meet the challenge of the changing conditions? 
During the last decade, some challenges to the educational system have become 
manifest. New key competencies have been described, and they have gradually 
become part of the overall learning objectives at all levels of education, along with 
the demand that information and communication technology (ICT) is integrated 
into education. In the same process, the educational system faces an increasing 
demand for productivity that tends to confl ict with learning quality, as learning is 
a process that takes time. 

 Based on our experience with education at university level through two and 
three decades and the above-mentioned changes and challenges, this paper aims to 
present an innovation of learning in the networked society by contributing with a 
theoretical design for learning model. 
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   Background 

 The latest decades of transformation have produced new concepts and phenomena 
addressing globalization, the new economy and key competencies for the future, 
each of which, in turn, becomes dialectically constituting and constituted actors in 
the ongoing transformation. There are several designations for the outcome of the 
transformation:  information society, knowledge society  and  networked society.  The 
term information society came into use in the 1950s and relates to early digitaliza-
tion and data management (Masuda  1980  ) . Knowledge society (Stehr  1994  )  refers 
to a society, where knowledge has become a commodity – a dominant value and 
component of human activity. Networked society (Castells  2000  )  is a broad socio-
logical term that refers to the principal organizational forms: ad hoc networks in a 
global economy that are made possible by worldwide e-permeation. We choose 
Castells’s term, as it most adequately embraces the totality of the transition and the 
challenges that the educational system encounters. 

 Castells (ibid.) points to central characteristics that have already emerged from 
the transition from industrial to networked society, and describes the new societal 
structure in three dimensions. (1)  Informational : The capacity to generate knowl-
edge and process information determines productivity and competitiveness. 
(2)  Global : Development of a worldwide IT infrastructure provides strategic activities 
with the capacity to work as a unit on a planetary scale. Globalization is highly 
selective and links to value anywhere while discarding anything (people, fi rms, 
territories, resources) that has no value or becomes devalued. (3)  Networked : The 
connectivity of the global economy generates a new form of organization, the  net-
work enterprise , comprising either fi rms or segments of fi rms, where the unit of 
production is no longer the fi rm but the business project. In the New Economy, 
work and employment are defi ned through fl exibility and mobility, and the people 
who work in this system are  fundamentally divided into two categories: self-
programmable labour and generic labour.  Self-programmable labour is equipped 
with competencies for lifelong learning, in particular, the autonomous ability to 
retrain/adapt to new conditions and challenges. In contrast, generic labour is 
exchangeable and disposable. A third category is discarded, devalued people who 
are already becoming socially excluded not only in developing countries, but also 
in western countries.

  “… the fact that the world is e-permeated means that those who can understand and com-
fortably use e-facilities are signifi cantly advantaged, in terms of educational success, 
employment prospects and other aspects of life” (   Elearning Europa,  2006 )   

 In the last decade, both national and international governments and business 
organizations (G8, OECD, UN) have focused on how to meet the challenge of the 
networked society. The general understanding is that a society meets the challenge 
when citizens and employees possess the competencies of the self-programmable 
labour. OECD’s  (  2001  )  key competencies for a knowledge-based or networked 
society bear close resemblance to Castells’s self-programmable labour. In  2006 , 
the G8 World summit put focus on innovation and the subsequent demands on 
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education in the twenty-fi rst century and the European Parliament and the Council 
recommended that:

  “Key competences in the shape of knowledge, skills and attitudes appropriate to each 
context are fundamental for each individual in a knowledge-based society. They provide 
added value for the labour market, social cohesion and active citizenship by offering fl exibility 
and adaptability, satisfaction and motivation. Because they should be acquired by everyone, 
this Recommendation proposes a reference tool for the Member States to ensure that these 
key competences are fully integrated into their strategies and infrastructures, particularly in 
the context of lifelong learning” (EU  2006  ) .   

 In the following, we lean on Castells’s concept of self-programmable labour, but 
as  self-programming  has technological connotations, we prefer to use designations, 
such as lifelong learning and self - initiated learning.   

   Educational Challenge 

 The above-mentioned challenges to the educational system represent forces that 
pull in contradicting directions and leave education and learning open for inter-
pretation within at least two meta-discourses (Dyson  1999  ) . The  political–ethical 
discourse  is ideological and philosophical. It focuses on the good life and what 
ought to be done; it also concentrates on the development of a new educational 
paradigm inspired by social constructivist and constructivist theory. The general 
consensus is that learning – including acquiring key competencies – needs time to 
mature. The  economic–pragmatic discourse  is currently based on liberalist eco-
nomic theory and demands fast, effi cient, predictable and controllable productivity 
from the educational institutions. Because they are based on entirely different 
grounds and objectives, the meta-discourses are mutually incompatible and generate 
a paradox. At the political level, the paradox appears as a tension between, on the 
one hand, New Public Management’s quantitative demands for increasing productivity 
in terms of students per time unit and the institutions as economically profi table 
units, and, on the other hand, the qualitative focus of the learning paradigm on 
content and the demand for self-initiated lifelong learners. This paper addresses this 
paradox. The aim is to suggest strategies for innovation of learning in the networked 
society by contributing with a theoretical design for learning model. 

 Our point of departure is the didactic design approach based on Scandinavian 
constructivist and social constructivist traditions. The overall design for teaching and 
learning is based on Dewey’s Experiential Learning  (  1974  ) , Klafki’s exemplary 
principle  (  1971  )  and the Critical Design for Learning, where the group is the organi-
zational form of learning practice  ( Negt  1975 ; Schäfer and Schaller  1973  )  .  In 
Denmark, these strands have merged into problem-oriented project pedagogy (POPP) 
(Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2002 ; Illeris  1989  ) . POPP is founded on exploration, dialogue, 
collaboration and the participants’ own experience in relation to a given subject, and 
centres on problem formulation and enquiry of exemplary problems. In online and blended 
mode educations, POPP merged into computer-supported collaborative learning as 
an overall model of design for teaching and learning (Dirckinck-Holmfeld  2002  ) . 
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The core principles in POPP are: the  experiential approach ,  abduction  (qualifi ed 
guessing),  knowledge sharing  and  negotiation of meaning.  We also incorporate problem-
based learning (PBL) (Barrows and Tamblyn  1980  )  and case-based learning (CBL) 
(Shulman  1992  ) . POPP, PBL and CBL share the same constructivist and social con-
structivist learning principles. However, POPP is distinguished from PBL and CBL 
at the outset of the learning process. In POPP, it is the students who defi ne their area 
of interest within the subject matter and choose the problem they want to investigate, 
whereas in PBL and CBL, it is the teacher who defi nes the problem. 

 Within designs for teaching and learning, such as POPP, the paradox appears as 
an increasing tension between the open design (political–ethical discourse) and the 
curriculum size, learning objectives, evaluation forms and demand for productivity 
(economic–pragmatic discourse). The Danish adjustment of the universities to the 
EU Bologna process (Europe Unit  2006  )  has turned the universities into business 
organizations, where future resources for teaching are dependent on previous 
productivity. The present consequence is that educational resources are reduced 
(economic–pragmatic discourse) while curricula are growing (political–ethical 
discourse). In practice, the contradicting forces confront students with a heavy 
workload and time pressure. The paradox appears as the students’ personal cost-
benefit analysis of the balance between in-depth studying (political–ethical 
discourse) and just passing a given course (economic–pragmatic discourse). 

 Students’ personal negotiation of strategy under stressful circumstances tends to 
favour the economic–pragmatic side (Biggs  1999 ; Lawless and Allen  2004 ; Levinsen 
 2006  ) . Phenomenologically, this manifests itself in students who have not read the 
theory before joining formally organized learning activities. They hope for or expect 
that teachers will FILL their knowledge gap by presenting a digested version of the 
literature. But educating students for the networked society means to educate them 
for an unpredictable future, to support their understanding of the emerging learning 
paradigm, and to scaffold their process of becoming self-initiated and critical 
lifelong learners. However, when performing POPP under the current conditions, 
we are confronted with the students’ cost-benefi t strategies as they navigate through 
the study programme under time pressure. The paradox exposes itself at this level 
as students who demand instructional teaching, where we stress constructivist 
and social constructivist approaches. 

 Our challenge is to maintain and develop the quality of learning under the present 
conditions. To do this, we fi nd it necessary to circumvent the problems of time pres-
sure and content. Incremental efforts in dealing with the paradox have turned time into 
a scarce resource and made stress the most prevalent disease in the western world. 
These efforts can be described using the concepts of  single-loop learning  = refl ection 
 in  action, and  double-loop learning  = refl ection  on  action (Argyris  1977  ) :

   Efforts to do increasingly more of the same at a higher speed correspond to • 
organizational single-loop learning.  
  Efforts to FILL the knowledge gap represent a change of teacher strategy without a • 
change of basic premises. This corresponds to organizational double-loop learning.    

 Single- and double-loop learning are reactive strategies (Ackoff  1976  ) ; however, 
instead of reacting to solve the paradox, we suggest that we exploit the paradox and 
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its inherent power (Hastrup  1999  ) . This implies a change from a reactive to a proactive 
and interactive strategy (Ackoff  1976  )  and a shift to organizational  triple-loop 
learning  – refl ection on action    (Hauen et al.  1998 ; Yuthas et al.  2004  ) , which 
involves a larger context around the practice. Triple-loop learning also implies a 
radical change of the involved parties’ mental models and basic assumptions. Hence, 
proactive and interactive strategies may move the paradox from a  Catch 22 – situation  
into a  thinking out of the box – situation . The paradox and its implications have to 
be met by a proactive strategy and radical innovation. This is the starting point 
for our explorative and experience-based work, which we present theoretically as 
the model of design for learning in the following.  

   The Vision: Design for Learning Model 

 In our teaching, we are confronted with the paradox at fi rst hand:

   At the level of educational practice, the paradox appears as a tension between • 
the quality of the educational outcome measured against the defi ned learning 
objectives.  
  At the level of the individual, the paradox appears as a tension between students • 
who perform cost-benefi t strategies to deal with time pressure measured 
against learning as a time-consuming social activity, and immersion into the 
subject matter.    

 The challenges we encounter are twofold: fi rst, at the level of society and orga-
nization, and second, at the level of education practice. At the level of society and 
organization, the questions are: How can we maintain the quality of education 
under the current conditions? How can we scaffold students’ acquisition of key 
competencies for the networked society? And how can we scaffold students passing 
of exams? As mentioned, students hope that teachers will present a digested version 
of the literature at formalized sessions. They hope teachers will FILL their knowl-
edge gap, establish the necessary set of concepts, and provide a reading guide for 
success during self-study periods. 

 However,  fi lling the gap  is a questionable approach for several reasons.  Filling the 
gap  equals the behaviourist theory of  transmission of information  between teacher 
and student. The theory is fi rmly rejected from the constructivist position and contra-
dicts everything that the Scandinavian tradition stands for. It is also found that stu-
dents – when exposed to stressful conditions – do not study the literature (Levinsen 
 2006  ) . Instead, they begin to work on the assignment without exploring the topic, and 
perform only scattered ad hoc reading. Consequently, students reach deep understand-
ing accompanied by productive frustration (Illeris  2006  )  only just before the assign-
ment is to be handed in, all of which infl uences the quality of learning. Thus,  fi lling 
the gap  is an incremental and reactive solution that pushes the problems ahead. 

 The proactive strategy maintains that students  bridge  the knowledge gap 
themselves; accordingly, our design for learning must maintain a focus on transfer, 
knowledge construction and self-initiated learning (self-programming). At the level 
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of educational practice, the question then becomes: How do we maintain the core 
principles:  experiential approach ,  abduction  (qualifi ed guessing),  knowledge 
sharing  and  negotiation of meaning ? 

 For this purpose, we have developed the design for learning model that aims to 
scaffold students’ internalization of important and framing concepts of the subject 
matter when they come unprepared for class. The challenge is extensive: (1) to 
construct a design for learning model that matches learning in a networked society 
and, at the same time, bypasses the consequences of the time pressure while still 
reaching the learning objectives; (2) to operationalize the model into various 
specifi c educational activities. The vision is to:

   Kick-start students’ productive frustration and refl ection.  • 
  Bridge the knowledge gap and compensate for the lost time.  • 
  Kick-start students’ production of (new) knowledge.  • 
  Provide students with a scaffold for approaching the theory, and support their • 
reading refl ection and operationalization of the theory during the self-study 
periods.    

 The empirical studies and experiments that ground the model were performed as 
part of the blended mode Danish Master’s programme in ICT and Learning (MIL), 
which has been the subject of research from many perspectives during the 10 years 
since its establishment. The research and refi nement of the model took place during 
a specifi c MIL course in  Interaction Design  over 3 years from 2007 to 2009. This 
paper is a theoretical presentation of the model, and we elaborate on our empirical 
work elsewhere (Levinsen  2009  ) . The modifi cations based on MIL were supple-
mented by experiences gained from applying the model to a course in qualitative 
research methodology offered as part of the blended mode graduate programme 
 Psychological Pedagogy  at the Danish University School of Education. 

 The design for learning model is both an analytical tool for retrospective analysis 
and a design tool for the construction of new designs for teaching and learning. 
However, we delimit the scope of this paper to the theoretical presentation of the 
model as a design tool. In the following section, we present the theoretical 
framework of our design for the learning model that encompasses three stages of 
construction: (1)  conceptual modelling , based on Darsø’s  (  2001  )  dynamic knowledge 
map, (2)  orchestration,  staged as a complex framework based on Bohr’s comple-
mentarity principle  (  1957  ) , and (3)  operationalization , containing the directions 
for students’ performance in practice when the design model is applied in a specifi c 
context.  

   Conceptual Model: Based on Darsø 

 POPP and the Scandinavian constructivist tradition of  design for learning  are based 
on group work and projects. In the book  Innovation in the making   (  2002  ) , Darsø 
unfolds her theory of group dynamics and project management in relation to innovation 
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and learning in organizations. Darsø’s concepts  preject, pre-project  and  project  
(ibid: pp 31) and their relation to time serves as a conceptual framework for the fi rst 
step in our model: Development of a conceptual model for learning. 

 The  ideal  process of knowledge construction in POPP can be described along a 
timeline. To begin with, the students’ body of knowledge consists of divergence 
along with ignorance. This is the period when students construct their bearings and 
identify landmarks of the new subject through exploration, meaning negotiation, 
knowledge construction and innovation. This early phase encompasses explorative, 
as well as non-linear and divergent activities, and aligns with Darsø’s  preject . 
Hereafter follows a period with goal-oriented research and refi nement. This phase 
encompasses the problem statement and goal-oriented research, which are linear 
and product-driven activities that align with Darsø’s  pre-project . The goal-oriented 
period gradually transforms into a structured period with analysis when the 
assignment is produced. The activities in this phase are convergent and linear, 
aligning with Darsø’s  project . 

 However, as discussed above, the ideal process does not occur. The fi rst phase 
which aligns with the preject (mandatory for POPP), as constructivist and social 
constructivist design for learning is missing because students do not prepare for the 
formally organized sessions. Any learning model must address this. The basic aim 
of our model is to create space for the preject activities to unfold, and the aim of the 
preject activities is to force students to  bridge  their knowledge gap. 

 Preject participants (and students too) bring whatever resources they possess 
into the preject (ibid, p. 321); thus, the prejects draw on divergent knowledge in 
terms of tacit knowledge, as well as conscious everyday and qualifi ed knowledge. 
Prejects also draw on the participants’ ignorance regarding the subject and on 
the emerging relations among participants. The conceptual model needs to build 
on students’ resources prior to a formalized activity, and must therefore actualize 
students’ knowledge from the everyday arena and bring it into the specialized arena 
of the subject matter. 

 In POPP, learning is linked to refl ectivity and productive frustration. Darsø 
stresses that refl ectivity depends on, and is initiated by, conscious awareness of 
what she calls  bifurcation points , which appear when the participants are confronted 
with dilemmas and genuine problems. In other words, there are situations of pro-
ductive frustration, where the participants have to negotiate choices in order to pro-
ceed. For every negotiation and choice, the time trajectory of the preject becomes a 
path of bifurcation points that Darsø describes as  “rather like ‘forks in the road’ 
leading to different futures ” (ibid, p 326). According to Darsø, refl ectivity and learn-
ing are linked to the participants’ awareness of their choices and deselections, as 
well as their awareness of how they negotiate decision-making. Thus, ongoing doc-
umentation of bifurcation points allows the participants to backtrack their process 
and explore alternative choices if necessary.

   Central specifi cations of the conceptual model are the support of the students’ • 
awareness of the trajectory of bifurcation points and the actualization of the 
students’ prerequisites.    
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 Based on her empirical studies, Darsø defi nes two dimensions of major 
importance for innovative and knowledge constructing group dynamics to succeed 
– the  Relational dimension  and the  Complexity dimension  (ibid, p. 332). The relational 
axis refers to the degree of collaboration and group dynamics, and the activities 
must pass beyond the  Sharing Barrier,  where it becomes “essential for the group to 
share.” The complexity axis refers to the complexity of the challenge that the group 
faces. Here, the group’s challenge must pass beyond the  Uncertainty barrier , that is, 
the challenge must move from simple or complex puzzles for which an unambiguous 
solution can be found (fi rst loop learning) onto genuine problems, where conditions 
and solutions are both ambiguous and uncertain (second and third loop learning). 
Darsø’s model also operates with the concept of  The Edge of Chaos.  This is the area 
where the activity passes beyond barriers where the participants are challenged 
(1) to negotiate meaning and (2) to explore and construct (for them) new knowledge 
on the basis of their everyday and qualifi ed knowledge, tacit knowledge and the 
realization of ignorance.

   The area at the Edge of Chaos is the area where the preject unfolds.    • 

   Activity Specifi cations 

 In the following, we focus on the preject and the activities that a preject may 
contemplate. 

 Our design aims to actualize the students’ informal resources in terms of every-
day and qualifi ed knowledge through carefully designed activities at the  Edge of 
Chaos . When everyday resources are externalized through practice, they may con-
stitute a basis for constructing common grounds and clarifying concepts. Further, 
everyday resources may function as vehicles for refl ectivity and knowledge con-
struction, as teacher’s direct awareness to their alignment with the theory of the 
subject matter. For example, the everyday activity of deciding what is practical to do 
when we want to know about something aligns with the specialized activity of 
methodological research design, and the everyday realization of ignorance aligns 
with the specialized activity of formulating research questions. 

 Applying these thoughts to Darsø’s model (Fig.  14.1 ), the relational axis repre-
sents designed scenarios that aim to frame group work in order to push the partici-
pants’ negotiation of meaning toward the establishment of common grounds, while 
their shared and collaborative activities are pushed above the sharing barrier. The 
complexity axis represents designed challenges that aim to confront participants 
with genuine dilemmas and problems, and to push their activities beyond the uncer-
tainty barrier in order to reach the state of productive frustration that facilitates 
learning and refl ectivity.  

 A successful design of the two axes may push the groups’ shared activity into the 
area at the  Edge of Chao s. This is where the roles that are designed for participants 
will scope the actions towards actualizing participants’ qualifi ed and everyday 
knowledge together with their tacit knowledge in a way that addresses theory in 
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everyday language. Pushing the activity into the Edge of Chaos creates a fi eld of 
tension that may facilitate the actualization of the four core principles of POPP: 
experiential approach, abduction, knowledge sharing and negotiation of meaning. 

 However, the participants’ practice must be supported in practice – not only 
framed and initiated. In order not to move out of the preject and into the succeeding 
pre-project, it is, according to Darsø, important that participants are aware not only 
of how they communicate, but also of their progress and bifurcation points. In order 
to achieve this, it is imperative that participants maintain an abductive approach and 
avoid making attempts at persuasion or jumping to conclusions. To support the par-
ticipants’ practice in this direction, our design for learning model faces the chal-
lenge of how to balance productive frustration with static deadlock or destructive 
chaos. Therefore, the last claims to our conceptual model relate the maintenance of 
the process and how to obtain that balance:

   The abductive approach is maintained through the description of the groups’ task • 
as open-ended and explorative.  
  The awareness of bifurcation points and choices is heightened through a demand • 
for documentation and the actual focus of the documentation: choices, deselec-
tions, decisions and arguments.  
  The ongoing negotiation of structuring of the groups’ collaboration is maintained • 
through a script that defi nes the groups’ task.    

 Thus far, Darsø’s model has served as a vehicle to develop a general conceptual 
model and general specifi cations of our design for learning model. The next steps are 
how to orchestrate and then operationalize the conceptual model in specifi c cases.   

  Fig. 14.1    Redesigning Darsø’s model       
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   Orchestration: Bohr’s Principle of Complementarity 

 Orchestration can be understood in terms of a score of music or the script of a play. 
Here, orchestration means to transform the conceptual model claims into a script for 
concrete practice. The main challenge of our model is the general inherent contra-
diction in education between the complexity and scope of a curriculum as content 
and the time pressure on students. Students have no time to digest or touch upon the 
entire content and its implications. As it is currently defi ned, the conceptual model 
cannot deal with this challenge. This is where Bohr’s complementarity principle 
becomes relevant. 

 Bohr’s complementary principle relates to quantum physics, but already in 1934 
Bohr saw its relevance in relation to the humanities and as a contribution to 
epistemology (Bohr  1957,   1964 ; Favrholdt  1992,   2009 ; Faye and Folse  1994 ; 
Levinsen  2005  ) . According to Bohr, there exists a material world independent of 
our consciousness. However, any phenomenon is a construction that cannot be 
separated from the observer, the position or the context, and consequently 
all phenomena are situated and relative to the observer and observation as 
agency (Barad  2007 ). Bohr’s epistemology bears strong resemblances, that is, to 
Heidegger’s phenomenology, and this is not accidental, as Heidegger was inspired 
by Bohr and Quantum Physics when he developed his phenomenology (Glazebrook 
 2000 ). However, Heidegger did not elaborate on Bohr’s complementary principle 
and Bohr’s idea of the complementary image with regard to the humanities and 
social sciences and the relation between objectivity and construction regarding 
knowledge. Therefore, it is necessary to turn to Bohr’s original writings (   Bohr  1934 , 
1961) and present Bohr’s complementary principle and the complementary image 
in order to explain the method of orchestrating the conceptual model. 

 Bohr’s epistemology rejects the positivist correspondence principle, and recog-
nizes that some objects and events cannot appear as phenomena. They can only 
appear indirectly as index signs, as they evade both observation and language – they 
are inexpressible. However, according to Bohr, it is possible to know something 
about objects that we can never observe as phenomena. The only way to obtain 
knowledge is through construction based on assumptions. In this sense, Bohr bears 
similarity to social constructivism. A classic example deals with the object of  light . 
From one position,  light  appears as the phenomenon of waves, while from another 
position, it appears as particles. Bohr argues that in order to express the complex 
and inexpressible object of  light,  we have to accept that  light  (though we can never 
know what light  is ), can be both wave and particle, but it cannot be observed as both 
at the same time. In order to obtain knowledge, Bohr argues that we have to specify 
the conditions of observation and be precise in our use of language. This is what 
Bohr refers to as objectivity. The construction of knowledge is based on the use of 
metaphors that allow us to construct complementary images, which may serve as 
boundary objects or vehicles to communicate about and explore inexpressible 
objects and events (e.g. black holes). 
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 In current humanities and social sciences,  complementarity  is generally understood 
holistically – as the construction of a whole out of complementary elements or per-
spectives, similar to the Yin-Yang Principle (see e.g.    Wenger  1998 , p. 232). 

 According to Bohr’s complementary principle, there will always be blank areas in 
the image. Some of these gaps may be fi lled with new knowledge, as in the holistic 
interpretation of complementarity. Other areas are inexpressible and can only be 
bridged through interpretation and construction based on assumptions. According to 
Bohr, the complementary perspectives do not have to be logically consistent, com-
patible or even measurable. Thus, unlike other approaches, the different pieces or 
perspectives in a Bohrean complementary image cannot be expected to fi t like the 
Yin-Yang principle or a jigsaw puzzle (Lemke  2000  ) . 

 Bohr stresses that the only language we can use to share and explore our comple-
mentary images of the inexpressible and the knowledge gaps is everyday language. 
We have to be precise in our use of language in order to share the conditions of 
observation and the use of metaphors. In this sense, Bohr’s complementary princi-
ple offers a dimension to Darsø’s preject as a metaphor for the construction of 
meaning and the use of everyday language in the construction of knowledge at the 
Edge of Chaos. 

 In the humanities and social sciences, dynamic objects and events, such as life, 
learning, thoughts, practice and competencies, possess qualities similar to Bohr’s 
inexpressible objects – they are complex and they possess dimensions that evade 
language and phenomenological appearance. Still, we can know something about 
them and negotiate their meaning. This is also the case with subject matters and 
curricula where our learning model may be applied. The assumption is that when 
students need to share the distributed knowledge later in the course, they may all 
contribute to their shared construction of a complementary image of the curriculum 
and the related practices. Therefore, the idea of applying the complementary prin-
ciple to the conceptual model is to orchestrate the time-space relations in order to 
facilitate the distribution of knowledge and the construction of a shared comple-
mentary image of the curriculum.

   The model aims at exposing students to essential parts of the curriculum and to • 
support the construction of a shared complementary image of the curriculum.    

   Operationalization 

 As previously described, our intentions are to pro-act and develop a  design for 
learning  aimed at learning in the networked society. Thus far, we have described 
the conceptual model and the orchestration .  The last step in the process is  opera-
tionalization , which can be understood as the score that a conductor follows during 
a concert or the directions that technical staff uses during the dramatic stage 
performance. 
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 In order to proceed from the conceptual level to application in practice, three 
steps are necessary. First, it is necessary to identify the core content of the curricu-
lum that may serve as the backbone for the operationalization. Second, a suitable 
frame must be decided upon – pedagogic knowledge management – for the activity. 
Finally, the time–space relation must be formalized as a time–space relation script 
that both set the stage for the group activities and frame the maintenance of the 
preject. 

   Choice of Core Content 

 The design of the time–space–content relations in the actual practice must be 
centred on the core content. The core content of a curriculum is an individual and 
contextualized choice of a suitable backbone for designing the time–space relation. 
Therefore, the core content has to fulfi l a set of requirements regarding the construc-
tion of a specifi c time–space operationalization (Fig.  14.2 ): 

   The core content must facilitate the widest range of aspects of the full curriculum • 
to be actualized and negotiated.  
  The relation between activity and core content must exploit the participants’ • 
everyday experiences and language in a way that actualizes the theory.  
  The core content may invite activities that align with the core principles of POPP: • 
experiential approach, abduction, knowledge sharing and negotiation of meaning.    

 Usually, the core content is the content that formalized learning objectives are built 
on in terms of defi ned learning objectives and the description of course progression. 

Group 1

Group 3Group 4

Group 5
Group 2

Role play
Edge of chaos
Bifurcation points

Jigsaw rotation
Distributed

Knowledge
Complementary

image

Final productProject start

Design
Test and
evaluation

Identify
specifications

and needs

Physical design

Core content specification
Adctualize maximum aspects of curriculum

Our choice:
Iterative interaction Design Life Cycle Model

  Fig. 14.2    Illustration of core content and choice of activity       
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Accordingly, it is relatively easy to identify core content, but as the following 
case of applying the model demonstrates the nature and scope of core content may 
differ considerably, depending on the specifi c context. 

 In the blended mode MIL case of interaction design, the core is about designing 
and creating something new in the world (Cato  2001 ; Winograd  1996  ) . Therefore, 
the curriculum covers the full process from initiating an idea to a fi nal and 
released product. In this case, the core content was identifi ed as a dynamic, 
iterative and progressive lifecycle model (Sharp et al.  2007  ) . As everyone has 
tried to create something for a specifi c purpose and has experienced with projects 
in their everyday arena, students can be expected to actualize this knowledge 
during the performance of the activities. Similarly, as everyone in their everyday 
arena has tried to observe something for a specifi c purpose and has experienced 
gaining information and knowledge through inquiry and listening, we may expect 
students to actualize these everyday competencies during the performance of the 
designed activities.  

   Pedagogic Knowledge Management 

 The next step in the process addresses the challenge discussed above, namely, that 
students cannot be expected to know everything in a subject or a curriculum even 
though they must be aware of the totality and be able to address, refl ect on and use it. 
 Pedagogic knowledge management  is coined by Holm Sørensen in relation to studies 
in the primary school (Sørensen et al.  2010  ) , but according to Holm Sørensen the 
concept is applicable to all educational practices at all levels. Holm Sørensen defi nes 
 pedagogic knowledge management  as a strategy that aims to organize knowledge 
sharing and to facilitate an organizational culture, where allocation of time for 
dialogue and activities that externalize tacit knowledge and ignorance among learners 
becomes an obvious aspect of learning. It is central to pedagogic knowledge manage-
ment that formal and informal learning strategies are given equal importance. 

 The adequate choice of pedagogic knowledge management design depends on 
the nature of the core content and the specifi c activities that the core content may 
contemplate. However, the specifi cation demand for pedagogic knowledge manage-
ment in this context is to facilitate the widest range of knowledge distribution among 
students in order to support the succeeding construction of shared complementary 
images of the curriculum. Hence, the demands for the strategic approach become:

   Mix participants as much as possible in various constellations according to the • 
time available.  
  Distribute core content as much as possible among participants.    • 

 No matter what the choice of organization is of the pedagogic knowledge 
management, the aim of the operationalized model is to support refl ectivity and 
learning. Therefore, groups are requested to document their work process and the 
bifurcation points in terms of important arguments, choices and deselections. The 
tools for documentation are written notes, photos and video recordings. 
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 Holm Sørensen suggests several models of organizing pedagogic knowledge 
management (ibid, p. 216) that may be useful in this context. However, some core 
contents and learning objectives require more complex designs of pedagogic 
knowledge management. 

 In MIL, the students were organized in semester study groups of four to fi ve 
students. During the preject case work, the members of the study groups were mixed 
in core content-related activities according to a pedagogic knowledge management 
matrix that aims at a maximum distribution of students’ experience with the core 
content. The matrix ensures that all semester groups will eventually have members 
that together have addressed all aspects of actualized theory. Therefore, the matrix 
also facilitates the semester groups in achieving a shared construction of a comple-
mentary image of the curriculum.   

   Jigsaw Rotation or the Café Model 

 Another way of initiating a wide distribution of knowledge is to organize students 
in groups and have each group work with a genuine problem for a specifi ed amount 
of time, and then require some of the group members to change groups – and roles 
– before a new task is taken on. In our rotation, only two members stay in the 
original group. One acts as a host for the guests from other groups, the other acts 
as a participant observer. 

 The work up to this point is shared and challenged in the new group constel-
lations. First, the host tells the guests about the original group’s work, bifurca-
tion points, decisions and doubts, what the group found important, etc. Afterwards, 
the guests are allowed to ask explorative questions, but they are not allowed to 
argue or air opinions. A specifi c time is allocated to this activity, after which all 
guests return to their original group and share their experiences: What did we 
learn from meeting the other groups? The teams are asked to present what they 
have learned in a video documented plenary session, which is also shared online 
after the session. 

 At the MIL course, the groups were given the task of designing and performing 
user-involving design interventions. Each group covered one step in the lifecycle; 
early conceptual exploration, proto-typing and fi nal usability test. The rotation 
ensured that all semester groups had members who had experienced one of the 
core actor positions in interaction design. After the session, the groups shared 
their experiences and presented the most important things they had learned in the 
plenum. In this case, the whole session was recorded on video for students to use 
for further analysis. 

 Ideally, this set-up aims to ensure that all core actor positions and method-
ological considerations are actualized during the activity. 
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   Operationalization – Script Specifi cation: Team 1 Example 

 The stage for group work is set through a script that frames the time–space–content 
relations of the activity. The choices in our example cases lean on classic role-play 
theory (Johansen and Swiatek  1991  )  but could just as well lean on other frame-
works. However, a role-play is a suitable choice, as it scopes specifi c challenges 
(complexity axis) and limits the participants to act within constraints (relational 
axis). The role-play scripts are built on a formula that forces the groups’ task into 
the  Edge of Chaos . The script is designed to drive the role-play through the POPP 
core principles:  experiential approach ,  abduction  (qualifi ed guessing),  knowledge 
sharing  and  negotiation of meaning  in relation to an everyday approach to the 
theory of the subject matter (Fig.  14.3 ).  

 The reader may recall that we understand learning as linked to the participants’ 
 conscious awareness of bifurcation points  and the  choices and deselections  related 
to these and the  negotiated decision-making  of how to proceed. In order to facilitate 
the awareness and to maintain the process in the preject phase, the script also 
instructs students in:  Who does what during the activity?  
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  Fig. 14.3    Operationalization       
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 In the MIL case, the script may look as follows:     

   Discussion of Initial Findings 

 The reader may recall that with our design for learning model the aim is to 
scaffold students’ framing of concepts of the subject matter. This model is developed 
as an answer to the paradox of time pressure and growth of curriculum workload 
to which students develop cost-benefi t strategies, e.g. demanding instructional 
teaching and coming unprepared for class. In the following, we touch upon some 
initial fi ndings. However, we must stress that our work is explorative. Our data 
collection was motivated not only by the fact that our work was explorative and 
iterative, and that we needed to be able to follow the learning process, but also by 
the need to refl ect upon the design for learning model. There are indications that 
scaffolding was constructed during the 4-h teamwork session and was transferred 
to the following period of online work, where students worked on a fi nal eight-
page case assignment. 

            Step 1:  The team participates in the creative process of designing the story-
board and the set-up for the explorative conversation.  

  Step 2: Divide the following roles between you:

   One test leader  • 
  One video recorder  • 
  Two observers – to take notes  • 
  The rest of the group members move to Team 2    • 

 Their role in Team 2 is: one acts as test subject and the other observes and 
takes notes of the process 

 For those who stay in Team 1: You will have guests from Team 5. One acts 
as your test subject and the others observe and take notes. 

 When the test is fi nished everybody returns to his or her original team.  

  Step 3:  Analyze the process and data and prepare a short presentation based 
on the following questions:

   How did the process evolve?  • 
  What did you learn about designing test material?  • 
  What did you learn about carrying out a test?  • 
  To what one has to pay special attention?  • 
  What turned out to be diffi cult or surprising?  • 
  Are there any special challenges in your method?     • 

  Step 4:  We meet in the plenary room where the teams and their fi ndings – 
followed by discussion.     
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   Scaffold to Enhance Quality of Learning 

 The 4-h set-up confronts students with the fact that they come to the shared activity 
from different positions with different preconceptions and horizons of understand-
ing. The role-play forces students to externalize their different positions and make 
these positions tangible. Through this process, students may come to meta-refl ect 
on the reality of their different positions, e.g. which strategies for negotiation and 
decision-making were chosen, and how they dealt with this complexity in practice. 
In this way, students may take on both the participant inside-out position and the 
contemplative outside-in position, and these positions allow for perception and 
externalization of emerging problems and support; plus, they enhance scaffolding. 

 At the 4-h seminar, the main themes for meta-refl ections were:

   Pilot studies prior to actual tests.  • 
  Role of test leader.  • 
  Need for specifi cations of users’ tasks in test design.  • 
  Relationship between test leader and user.  • 
  The applied HCI technique and the test purpose.    • 

 In the students’ case reports 2 months after the online period – it must be remem-
bered that the students were no longer in the seminar design teams, but had returned 
to their original semester groups, taking with them new knowledge and competencies 
– students refl ected upon the same issues as in the F-2-F seminar. However, the 
students also unfolded new themes, e.g. how to manage unforeseen events during a 
test, such as a technological breakdown, users uninterested in the test task, or the 
meaning of core concepts. Students carried the issue of unforeseen events into a 
discussion of the test leader’s role, leading to meta-refl ection and the recognition 
that a test leader must be able to change roles. These refl ections reveal complemen-
tary perspectives and include refl ections on the language of the subject matter. One 
project group described surprise at the users’ behaviour. The users were children and 
they did exactly as instructed, reading  the whole  text  very carefully  – which is atypical 
for Danish second graders. The group refl ected critically on their choice of test leader 
– the children’s teacher. They reasoned that children see and relate to the teacher as 
a teacher rather than as a test leader, and they behave accordingly. This led to the 
complementary perspective of the teacher, and the diffi culties he may have had in 
assuming the role of test leader. The group reasoned that a relationship is an interac-
tion, deeply embedded – in this case – in an established teacher–pupil relation. They 
concluded that a test leader must be a person the test subjects do not know. 

 In former MIL courses, before we introduced the design for learning model and 
the 4-h script, our experience as supervisors for the semester group assignments was 
that we had to force students to refl ect critically on theories and methodologies 
(second and third loop learning). Students had diffi culty understanding the assign-
ment requirements and the intellectual learning goals of the course. Their theoreti-
cal work involved retelling the theory – or worse, applying theory mechanically – as 
if it could be used directly off the shelf. 
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 In the new design, we found that students refl ected critically upon the theoretical 
frame and concepts in the project reports. For example, one group carried out a 
theoretical analysis of an existing e-learning Web site. The fi rst step was based on 
guidelines for the design of digital interfaces, enabling students to identify inconsistent 
use of graphics, problems with the layout and navigation, and lack of aesthetics. 
Their second analytical step was a clarifi cation of the interactive functions (conver-
sation and consultation) and the identifi cation of the underlying grid structure of the 
Web site. They further enhanced their theoretical conceptual analysis with the quali-
tative dimensions: immersion and agency. In a fi nal step, they uncovered the social 
constructivist learning perspective – the original basis for the Web site – and showed 
how the visual design, the navigation and other aspects did not support this. This 
last step may be perceived as an indication of triple-loop learning, implying that a 
radical change of students’ mental models and basic assumptions has taken place.  

   Concluding Remarks 

 We suggest that the unfolding of new themes and the meta-refl ections that embed 
complementary perspectives are indications that scaffolding has been constructed, 
i.e., it is transferable and does support students in their online project work. The 
scaffolding makes it possible for students to maintain progression of the learning 
process also in the online period as self-initiated learners. This suggests that our 
design for learning model does circumvent problems with time pressure and content, 
and enhances genuine learning. Moreover, the model shows potential in exploiting 
the power of the paradox. 

 A fi nal refl ection takes us back to international organizations, such as the G8 and 
the OECD. In their understanding, the future of the world will depend critically 
upon people’s competencies in knowledge construction, skills, adaptability and 
ability to enter into lifelong learning. But as Castells  (  2000  )  points out in his theory 
on the networked society and in his notion of self-programmable labour, the essence 
is the ability of the human being to be self-initiated, retrain oneself and to adapt to 
new conditions and challenges. If we accept this claim, the learning needs and the 
educational system warrant innovation. We suggest that our model is a contribution 
to the innovation of the networked society’s design for learning.       
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          Introduction 

 The paper contributes to the literature on problem-oriented project studies and 
problem-based learning (PBL), and it builds on and is a refl ection of the experiences 
the authors have gained through decades of work with problem-oriented project 
pedagogy. Our primary focus will be on the Masters programme in ICT and Learning 
(MIL), where students from all over Denmark within a networked learning structure 
are studying in groups combining on-site seminars (four during a study year) with 
independent and challenging virtually organised project periods, which require a 
teacher who is fl exible and aware of the different challenges in the new environment. 
We see the real challenge for a worthwhile education in the modern complex society 
with its ever changing conditions to open up for a personal, meaningful process, 
where new ways of thinking are made possible. Thus, students may learn to enter 
into new cultural patterns and to get involved in quite demanding but enriching 
practices. How can teachers through their supervision help students to meet 
these challenges?  

   Problem-Oriented Project Studies 

 The educational approach implemented by MIL goes back to the fi rst half of the 
1970s, when the new reform universities Roskilde and Aalborg University were 
founded in Denmark. The approach is called problem-oriented project pedagogy 
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(Olesen and Jensen  1999  ) . It not only shares certain characteristics with PBL, 
but it also differs from this approach (Kolmos et al.  2004  ) . PBL goes back to the 
beginning of the 1970s, primarily not only in the USA and Canada, but also in 
Europe at Maastricht, The Netherlands, and Linköping Sweden (Barrett and 
Moore  2010  ) . In PBL, the teacher fi nds and decides the questions and themes 
with which the students can work. It is the responsibility of the teacher as an 
expert to demonstrate how students in a constructive way can relate curriculum 
and theories to praxis. The professor assists the students in fi nding problems and 
challenging tasks in order to make it possible for them to work actively with 
theories and concepts. Within this framework designed by the teacher, the 
students are offered the opportunity to deal with some of the presented problems 
and shed light on the problem fi eld using the recommended literature presented 
by the professor. 

 Problem-oriented project pedagogy, on the other hand, is characterised by 
collaborative project work in groups; it is an active kind of learning that is participatory-
directed in a dialogue between students and the teacher as a supervisor. The teach-
er’s role is to give the students critical constructive feedback as well as facilitating 
them in their learning processes. Furthermore, it is interdisciplinary in that it com-
bines knowledge and ideas from different kinds of academic fi elds (Olsen and 
Pedersen  2005  ) . 

 The starting point for the student groups is to investigate a topic or problem that 
the group is not familiar with and that represents a challenge for them. With a 
research question as a starting point, the group members embark on a dialogically 
organised process in which they collect relevant material, data and information; 
analyse it; and, guided by relevant theories and methods, work to transform this 
material with the goal of identifying and clarifying the research question. 

 The students draw conclusions that represent the range of differences in under-
standing among them, and they create a product that communicates their collective 
divergent insights to others. 

 It is the group members who jointly and in dialogue with the group supervisor 
discuss the formulation of an operative research question; the choice of theory and 
concepts; which methods to apply; and which practice fi eld to analyse. The project 
work should be exemplary, which implies that analytical and methodological 
approaches are applied. The work with the theories and concepts goes beyond the 
specifi c project, thus helping to build and consolidate the students’ broader study 
competence. 

 Through the acquisition and application of theory and method, the students 
ideally achieve an understanding of important aspects of the academic subject with 
which they are working. The goal of problem-oriented project pedagogy is that 
students relate their new insights to their previous experiences and hence through 
the study process construct new valuable skills and experiences.  
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   Networked Learning in Relation to MIL’s Project Work 

 According to Dirckinck-Holmfeld and Jones  (  2009 , p. 261), two competing 
approaches can be found within networked learning: (1)  The broadcast model  – 
associated with the industrialised mode of e-learning – deliverance of content in 
large scale. This model has been part of the Open University e-learning. (2)  Discussion 
viewpoint  – closely associated with the social constructivist approach of networked 
learning. The MIL programme is an example of this model. 

 MIL, which has existed as a postgraduate Masters programme for 10 years, 
recruits professionals from all over Denmark and abroad. The programme imple-
ments new educational technology, which has made it possible to have fl exible 
communicative patterns building upon the problem and the project-based pedagogi-
cal model within the structure of a networked learning environment. The virtual 
learning environment based on the First Class conference system is an integrative 
part of the teaching and learning environment. Students are organised in groups and 
have their personal folders within First Class. Here, they are able to write, store and 
organise their contributions. They constantly have dialogues and discussions both 
with their group partners and also with other students belonging to the cohort. 

 Furthermore, they have access to synchronous video (Adobe Acrobat, Connect 
Professional), peer-to-peer tools and Web 2.0 (Skype, Windows Messenger, Google 
Docs, blogs) and tools to support project and course work (Camtasia). They can also 
engage in discussions with their teachers during their group-based online project 
work, through the periods with online courses, and when they meet at the four 
yearly f2f-seminars. As teachers and researchers, we have been engaged in the MIL 
programme for 10 years. Thus, we have fi rst-hand experience with the learning 
environment. The examples we will be referring to should be considered as 
generalised examples from our practice.  

   The Responsibility of the Students 

 In the problem-oriented project pedagogy, the students themselves are responsible 
for identifying which problem to work with, and the very act of formulating a prob-
lem is a large part of the learning process. To work in a group means that students 
must learn to work together in order to make decisions, and they must fi gure out 
how to share and coordinate work. Through these study processes, the students 
learn how to plan, manage and evaluate projects. We see this as part of the develop-
ment of their study competences, which also must involve the ability to handle the 
large amounts of information that are within easy reach via the library, databases 
and the Internet. It is crucial that students learn to be information literate. This 
requires not only that students are able to locate data and information, but also that 
they are able to select critically within this huge body of information; that they are 
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able to judge and evaluate the use of the information and that they are able to 
eventually succeed in letting this information contribute to the construction of 
knowledge within the group. 

 This understanding goes back to the defi nition of information literacy from the 
American Library Association (ALA):

  “To be information literate, a person must be able to recognize when information is needed 
and have the ability to locate, evaluate and use effectively the needed information […] 
information literate people are those who have learned how to learn” (ALA, American 
Library Association  1989  ) .   

 In this process, knowledge may be understood as the result of cooperative and 
collaborative actions in a context, where the students combine and connect relevant 
information with their previous knowledge and experiences. This knowledge cre-
ation takes place within an environment, where information and communication 
technology are

  “(…) used to promote connections: between one learner and other learners, between learn-
ers and tutors; between a learning community and its learning resources” (   Goodyear et al. 
 2004 , p. 1).   

 Thus, we see information literacy in the context of a modern, complex society, 
where it is a vital competence to be able to refl ect on one’s knowledge and learning 
in relation to ongoing changes and new challenges. 

 From this perspective, learning is not something that takes place exclusively in 
the individual’s mind in a special, “clean” educational context detached from 
practical, work-related contexts. Learning is viewed as contextual, situational and 
dynamic, and it is taking place when we as active persons become involved in social 
interactions with others in specifi c social practices (Lave and Wenger  1991  ) .  

   Negotiation Among the Participants 

 Our definition of problem-oriented project pedagogy is related to a social 
constructivist theory of learning, where concepts such as collaboration, communi-
cation, dialogue, negotiation and interpretation play important roles in constructing 
knowledge. The fi nal step in this process is the evaluation, both as a self-refl exive 
process and as feedback from other students and the teacher. 

 The idea is that students should not just passively receive teaching but be actively 
involved as learners. Thus, students and teachers are working together in acquiring, 
constructing and negotiating the meaning of knowledge. What kinds of problem are 
the students working with, what is the goal, and how are they communicating, nego-
tiating and working together? What kinds of knowledge are they constructing? 
Those are some of the dimensions that can provide motivation and give meaning for 
the individual person and for the group as a whole. 

 The real challenge is to open up for a personal, meaningful process, where new 
ways of thinking are made possible. Thus, students may learn to enter into new 
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cultural patterns and to get involved in quite demanding but enriching practices. 
The goal of this problem-oriented project pedagogy is to help students become 
autonomous, yet collaborative and critically thinking individuals. 

 In relation to the challenges related to being involved in meaningful study 
activities, and being able to establish fruitful relations with others, we fi nd it inter-
esting to draw on some of the concepts developed by George Herbert Mead  (  1967 
[1934]  ) . According to Mead, it is in the intersubjective perspective that construction 
of meaning is created. Fundamentally, Mead uses the term “perspective” to describe 
the relationship between the experienced world and the experiencing subject. 
This means that the individual subject experiences his or her world in a situational, 
contextual and unique way. Perspective can furthermore be understood as a person’s 
performance images or way of conceiving the world that will guide the social 
practice for this person in a contextual way  ( Mead  2005 [1934] , p. 352). 

 John Dewey shares this point of view with Mead. They both have an understanding 
of learning as processes in intersubjective fi elds, participation in activities within 
various communities, of communication consisting of communities of learners, 
where meaning is negotiated and created. In this way of working, it is important that 
the students participating in group work with fellow students are able to relate to 
one another in an open way. The ability to take another person’s perspective can be 
said to constitute the basis for learning. For the students, this ability is crucial. The 
Norwegian theorist Bråten discussing Mead writes: “It is through such a perspective 
construction, the ability to put yourself in someone else’s place that students can 
enable their refl ective capability” (Braåten  2000 , p. 116). 

 Further on in his investigation Mead continues: “The individual becomes 
aware of his relations to that process as a whole, and to the other individuals par-
ticipating in it with him; he becomes aware of that process as modifi ed by the 
reactions and interactions of the individuals-including himself-who are carrying it 
on. The evolutionary appearance of mind or intelligence takes place when the 
whole social process of experience and behaviour is brought within the experi-
ence of any one of the separate individuals implicated therein, and when the indi-
vidual’s adjustment to the process is modifi ed and refi ned by the awareness or 
consciousness which he thus has of it”  ( Mead  1967 [1934] , p. 134).Other persons 
can also be seen as “generalised others”, understood as an abstraction: “[…] 
representing the general societal position” (Vaage  2000 , p. 103). A successful 
construction of perspective is thus a prerequisite for successful communication. 
In order to take the other persons’ perspective in the group work, the participants 
should be open, refl exive and able to recognise new perspectives. In a group 
setting, it is important that the members are ready to acknowledge other people’s 
wishes and life situations. 

 Stressing the importance of refl exivity Mead continues: “It is by means of 
refl exiveness-the turning-back of the experience of the individual upon himself-that the 
whole social process is thus brought into the experience of the individuals involved 
in it; it is by such means, which enable the individual to take the attitude of the other 
towards himself, that the individual is able consciously to adjust himself to that 
process, and to modify the resultant of that process in any given social act in terms 
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of his adjustment to it. Refl exiveness, then, is the essential condition, within the 
social process, for the development of mind”  ( Mead  1967 [1934] , p. 134).

  For teachers as well as for students, this concept of knowledge and learning “involves sig-
nifi cant change in underlying values and knowledge structure – is always the subject of an 
organizational predicament”, according to Donald Schön  (  1983 , p. 328).    

   The Role of the Teacher as Supervisor 
for Students Doing Project Work 

 While students are working on their projects, they are receiving supervision from a 
teacher. In the next part of this chapter, we are going to analyse how supervision takes 
place in a networked learning environment. We further elaborate on the different roles 
that the supervisors take on as experts, facilitators and as social mediators, and how 
the different roles are supported and mediated by the learning infrastructure. The academic 
role as an expert can unfold with written communication through papers, giving feedback 
and advice within an asynchronously organised learning environment, such as a 
conference system. The other roles – especially that of a social mediator – require 
synchronous communication in personal meetings or, if that is not possible, through 
the use of Skype. This makes it easier for establishing a dialogical communication 
situation, where instant feedback and mutual response can take place. This is espe-
cially of importance since this supervisor role is in relation to social, cultural and 
psychological dimensions of the groups’ work and learning processes. 

 The role of the supervisor is different from the role of the traditional teacher, who 
instructs, assigns works, fi nds texts, makes decisions regarding curriculum and eval-
uates the contributions of the students. In problem-oriented project studies, the 
supervisor is expected to provide extensive feedback to the work in progress that is 
submitted by the student group. Each paper from a student group for the “consulta-
tion meetings” can be up to 30 pages long. The supervisor offers his or her advice, 
discusses the various elements of the paper, and asks stimulating questions. The 
supervisor is responsible for providing the group with the required attention, draw-
ing on his or her own experience, being able to relate to the students’ experience, 
and thus helping the students to gain a deeper understanding of their own work. In 
this way, it is important that the teacher as supervisor is able to take the position of 
his or her students. 

 P. N. Dahl talks about student-tailored instruction (Dahl  2008  ) . By this, he means 
that as a starting point the supervisor must go from the student’s current “zone of 
development” and try to stimulate the “zone of proximal development”. The zone of 
proximal development (ZPD) is the grey area between the things the learner can do 
alone and the things the learner can do with help from a more knowledgeable person 
or peer group (cf. Vygotsky  1978  ) . By examining students’ ZPD, we as teachers 
may have a window into the possibilities that the students can reach in the immediate 
future and thus we have a picture of the students’ overall state of dynamic develop-
ment. For a teacher as supervisor, it is not enough to be academically competent; 
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it is also crucial to be able to take the students’ perspective, to try to interpret 
what kind of knowledge the students have, to be able to identify him- or herself with 
the specifi c kind of psychological and broader learning environment the students 
may need. A supervisor’s ability to experience the ZPD of the students requires the 
capability to refl ectively take the perspective of the other. 

 During the entire learning process, the supervisor as well as the students should 
make explicit their specifi c perspectives on supervision and guidance and inquire 
about the other’s perceptions in order to be able to address possible differences in 
their mutual expectations. It is important to avoid defensive patterns by communi-
cating openly and with respect for the other person’s perspective. This is by no 
means easy, especially not for a teacher who is brought up in a traditional way. In 
such processes with challenges and no clear-cut answers, the supervisor must be 
able to cope with both his or her own and the students’ uncertainty. 

 These understandings of imagination or horizons of understanding (Vaage  2003 , 
p. 136) are constituted by the subject’s experience, developed in an intersubjective 
and processual way. For example, a teacher has a specifi c perception of reality 
regarding the process of a learning sequence. This subjective perception may 
undergo changes during the learning process due to the self-refl ection on the 
supervisor’s side. 

 In a net-organised learning environment, the supervisor is expected to be even 
more fl exible and sensitive in relation to the needs of the students. We take a look at 
some possible ways of fi lling out such a role

    1.    As the academically focused teacher, acting as an  expert  on a specifi c subject.  
    2.    As the  process-oriented supervisor , focusing on processes and methodological 

aspects.  
    3.    As a  social mediator , listening actively to what kind of psychological dimensions 

are taking place among the group members.     

   The Teacher as an Expert: Instructive Supervision 

 This kind of supervisor is providing guidance in relation to theories, methods 
and discussions within the philosophy of science. They see it as essential that the 
writings of the student group are thorough, coherent and adhering to the supervisor’s 
norms. This supervision mode can be called  instructive  – the students are primed 
and instructed in how to provide answers to the research question. The students may 
ask questions such as: “can we” and “are we allowed”. This type of supervisor can 
use terms, such as “shall”, “please do”, “don’t do”, “right” or “wrong”. 

 Donald Schön, in discussing two different notions or contracts between the 
professional and the “client”, outlines this traditional expert role in contrast to that 
of a democratically oriented, refl ective practitioner. In our context, these two types 
of attitudes can shed light on the teacher–student relationship (Table  15.1 ).  

 As we have seen, Mead refers to the concept “to take another person’s 
perspective” to describe the differentiation of experience in the common world of 
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experience, which we as persons are part of  ( Mead  2005 , p. 353f). Mead’s concept 
corresponds to the refl ective practitioner, whereas the expert is more on the 
distance of the students.   

   Process Supervision – Focus on Methodological Questions, 
Epistemology: A Learning and Knowledge Process 

 This kind of supervisor is focused on aspects related to the research questions, the 
whole learning process and the continuing evaluation of the knowledge process. 
The supervisor aims to guide the group towards the fi nal project through stimulating 
discussions, supporting the students’ effort to reach a fruitful integration of the 
empirical data collected by the students and relevant theoretical positions. Important 
in this type of supervision is the students’ heightened awareness of their study and 
work styles. The students should be able to constantly refl ect on their way of acting 
and working with the material, what kind of choices they make, and what they are 
writing. 

 However, some students may fi nd it diffi cult to involve themselves in an approach 
of refl exivity and to recognise the value of continual process evaluation. They seem 
only to focus their attention on constructing the product – their fi nal project. 

 The supervisor can help by asking questions to clarify and further investigate the 
students’ research question, theories and methods, and by indicating if working 
papers contain ambiguities and misunderstandings in relation to the study 
requirements. 

 Because the process supervisor has an open attitude, the students are using 
the supervisor as a qualifi ed “opponent” – the supervisor poses “cheeky” questions, 
indicating there are no absolute answers – no solutions are entirely “wrong” or 
“right”. It all depends. 

   Table 15.1    Two different dimensions of the expert role for the teacher – one the traditional expert 
approach – another as a refl ective professional; borrowed from Schön  1983 , p. 300   
 Expert  Refl ective practitioner 

 I am presumed to know, and must claim to do 
so, regardless of my own uncertainty. 

 I am presumed to know, but I am not the only 
one in the situation to have relevant and 
important knowledge. My uncertainties may 
be a source of learning for me and for them. 

 Keep my distance from the client, and hold 
onto the expert’s role. Give the client a 
sense of my expertise, but convey a feeling 
of warmth and sympathy as a “sweetener”. 

 Seek out connections to the client’s thoughts 
and feelings. Allow his respect for my 
knowledge to emerge from his discovery of 
it in the situation. 

 Look for deference and status in the client’s 
response to my professional persona. 

 Look for the sense of freedom and of real 
connection to the client, as a consequence 
of no longer needing to maintain a 
professional facade. 
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 The students will inform the supervisor about their work, using the supervisor 
as a sounding board for their ideas, so to speak. Thus, this kind of supervision is 
aiming at facilitating the entire learning and work process for the students.  

   Social Mediator: In Relation to the Interactions 
Among the Students 

 This kind of supervisor is focused on aspects related to the diffi cult and challenging 
elements of collaborative group work. When members of the group are talking at 
cross-purposes or even talking down to one another, the supervisor as a social medi-
ator will intervene, for example, if students have diffi culties making decisions and 
embarking on constructive dialogical processes, the supervisor will intervene. The 
method employed by this mediating supervisor is mainly inquiring and questioning 
in order to facilitate student engagement in explorative dialogues. The wellbeing of 
the group members is very important in this context.  

   The Relationship Between Student and Supervisor 

 In order to experience a successful supervising process, the group must make sure 
that the teacher as a supervisor is involved in the project study process. 

 The supervisor is a resource person whom the group must learn to make use of 
(depending on what type of supervisor they are and what the students’ learning 
styles are). The students express their expectations to the supervision process 
explicitly, and they make the purpose of their project study and the level of their 
ambitions clear to the supervisor. 

 For example, a problem will arise if the students want to work with a practically 
oriented problem in communications, such as making a booklet or producing a 
video, and the supervisor wants to provide process-oriented supervision. These 
students may want concrete guidance on how to make productions and not a process 
orientated comment or intervention. 

 If such students feel insecure in relation to the requirements they must meet, they 
may be reluctant to expose their insecurity– consciously or unconsciously they may 
give their supervisor the impression that they are in possession of the competences 
and experiences that the supervisor wants. 

 The supervisor in this situation may take on a supervision style that actually 
 overestimates  the students. 

 In contrast, if a supervisor is downplaying the academically oriented product 
supervision, students may consciously or unconsciously give the impression that 
they are less competent than they really are in order to motivate the supervisor to be 
more academic and “professional”. 
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 The supervisor may in this situation take on a supervision style that actually 
 underestimates  the students. 

 In relation to this teacher–student relationship, we refer again to the concepts 
proposed by Schön. This time the dichotomy is viewed from the perspective of 
“clients” – in our case students (Table  15.2 ).  

 When practitioners are unaware of their own frameworks for roles or problems, 
they do not experience the need to choose among them. They do not attend to the 
ways in which they construct the reality in which they function; for them, it is 
simply the given reality (Schön  1983 , p. 310). 

 These three roles should not literally be understood as distinctively isolated 
differentiated roles. Rather they should be considered as an attempt to construct 
a methodological model through which to view the complex situation. In reality, a 
good supervisor should be able to take on all three kinds of roles depending on the 
phases of the project work and the situational mood among the students.  

   The Networked Learning Process: An Example 

 A project pedagogy process in MIL has a variety of different phases, ranging from 
face-to-face meetings with the student group to communication through digital 
media in virtual learning environments featuring written communication, audio and 
video. The roles of students and teachers change during a project working period. 

 The  students  identify the problem area they want to work with, based on the 
study declaration of the MIL. Then, they proceed to write a constructive problem 
formulation with a number of research questions by formulating one or two open-
ended questions beginning with: Why, How and What …Next, the group members 
clarify which method they want to work with and the specifi c kind of philosophy of 
science the project must be based on. 

 The  supervisor  relates in a dialogical way to the situation described above of 
combining the roles of academically focused expert, process-oriented supervisor 

   Table 15.2    The teacher–student relationship seen as a traditional contract and a refl ective 
contract, respectively; borrowed from Schön  1983 , p. 302   

 Traditional contract  Refl ective contract 

 I put myself into the professional’s hands 
and, in doing this, I gain a sense of 
security based on faith. 

 I join the professional in making sense of my case, 
and in doing this I gain a sense of increased 
involvement and action. 

 I have the comfort of being in good hands. 
I need only comply with his advice and 
all will be well. 

 I can exercise some control over the situation. I am 
not wholly dependent on him; he is also 
dependent on information and action that only 
I can undertake. 

 I am pleased to be served by the best person 
available. 

 I am pleased to be able to test my judgments about 
his competence. I enjoy the excitement of 
discovery about his knowledge, about the 
phenomena of his practice, and about myself. 
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and social mediator. His or her approach is a kind of “joint inquiry” that allows the 
students in a qualifi ed and informed way to make the preliminary crucial choices in 
their study process – knowing that further delimitation will be a necessary part of 
the learning process. The ideal and best way is that the outset of the project-driven 
study process takes place in a face-to-face setting. 

 Based on the group’s independent work in literature searching, the comple-
tion of a number of interviews or other field work, and reading of relevant 
theory, the group will be able to present a comprehensive discussion paper 
covering 25–30 pages. 

 The supervisor acts as an  expert  relating to the students in an evaluating way as 
a starting point: Is the content presented in a coherent way? In the following phase, 
the teacher role will be more like a  facilitator , helping to bring forward ideas for the 
continuing progress in the project work process. It may, for example, include assis-
tance to the students in looking for supplemental references and additional 
literature. 

 The ability to write good papers is the focus of this phase of the work. It is ben-
efi cial if the students’ contributions can be uploaded to a conference system, where 
all participants have access to read, write and print. 

 Disagreements may occasionally arise among the group members, leading to 
diffi culties in collaboration, which can lead to disintegration in the project group. 
But disagreements or students’ various viewpoints can also be seen as productive 
– even though they may be experienced as frustrating – and helping bringing 
different perspectives forward. At other times, they can be counter-productive and 
an obstacle to the continuing work in the group. In MIL, where students hold 
professional jobs while they are studying, they do not always have time and energy 
to deal with disagreements in a constructive way. There is consequently a tendency 
for more project groups to split up than we see in on-campus learning environ-
ments. A MIL group may split up into two smaller groups, or an individual student 
can continue as an associated member. This situation comes up once or twice 
nearly every year. 

 The supervisor functions as a social mediator for the students, asking questions 
to the two new groups separately. The questions concern (a) the participants’ rela-
tion to the topic of the project work and (b) the relationship between the group 
members personally. Agreement is reached regarding how each new group can 
benefi t from the previous empirical work to implement and analyse the content of 
the interviews. The result is “the division of property” as is the case in a “regular” 
divorce. 

 In this situation, the oral discussions unfold. Therefore, face-to-face meetings are 
best; however, if they are not possible, phone or Skype meetings can be used to 
replace them. 

 The work of the two groups progresses separately, and each group then later 
presents its new paper to the “joint teacher role” of:  academically focused expert 
and process-oriented supervisor.  It may turn out that the two projects have evolved 
in different directions, demonstrating that the disagreement largely had been of an 
academic character and therefore not just relating to personal confl icts. 
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 Feedback to the students can either be given through Skype or by written 
comments uploaded to the conference system – or a combination of the two forms 
of communication. 

 The two groups, of course, take their exams separately. Both groups in this 
situation still experience their teacher in the role  of examiner  because the heart of 
the matter concerns the fi nal evaluation. However, sometimes there is a possibility 
for more inquiry-oriented dialogues as part of the examination, which means that 
even at this occasion a genuine learning process among the participants may still 
take place.  

   Communication: A Basic Tool of Networked Learning 

 As part of the group’s learning process, communication plays a central and impor-
tant role. This applies to both the internal communication between group members 
and communication between the group and its supervisor. Communication within 
the group consists of two different types of messages, according to Alderfer  (  1986 , 
p. 202):

   Messages associated with the specifi c issue of inquiry-based work as part of the • 
learning process.  
  Messages associated with the relationships between team members. • 

 Messages linked to the explorative work with problem solutions to the inves-
tigations may, for example, be related to making proposals, expressing opinions 
and asking for other group members’ opinions, and also requesting and provid-
ing information for the continued work on the group’s research question. This is 
the professional, academic communication, where literature studies are com-
bined with collection of empirical data through interviews and observations with 
external informants whose statements play an important role in the group’s further 
work. This professional, academic communication should constantly be related 
to the research questions that were the group’s starting point. However, develop-
ment of the study explorations and the group’s fi ndings may make it necessary to 
revise the original problem formulation. 

 This ongoing development of the learning process contains a process of 
negotiation between group members and the supervisor. It is as part of the nego-
tiation process that the relational communication between the members of the 
group will increase and eventually be quite time-consuming, in order for the 
learning process of the group to move on and evolve further. The messages 
associated with relationships between group members can be  positive , where 
the participants act friendly towards each other, declare consensus, and dissolve 
any tension among them. However, the messages may also be  negative , where 
opposing views are highlighted in statements of disagreements so that commu-
nication can be perceived as unfriendly and perhaps stressful for the group’s 
continuing work. 
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 The communication in the group work is part of the ongoing negotiations within the 
learning process and typically will contain three different types of communicative 
processes; namely (Stewart and Logan  1993 , p. 128):  

   • Interpersonal communication  where the communicators address each other as 
unique individuals, as persons.  
   • Social communication  that takes place between the social roles with no interest 
in the person behind the role.  
   • Cultural communication , where the communication depends on the person’s 
views on for example gender, age, social class and ethnicity.    

 When the group members actively take part in a specifi c learning process, their 
interaction can be seen as  social communication . This means that they communicate 
in their role as students, engaged in the literature and the methodological approaches 
of the project work. They have a shared interest in constructing a project that is as 
good as possible. However, during the ongoing negotiations various viewpoints and 
differences in opinion among the group members may arise. If no agreement or 
negotiated compromise can be reached, the interaction can change into  interper-
sonal communication ; i.e. each participant in the group declares his or her personal 
opinion as part of the negotiations. Maybe  cultural communication  will prevail if 
the interpersonal communication becomes prominent. In most cases, the group will 
achieve a compromise, perhaps with the assistance of the supervisor in their role as 
social mediator, and the students will be ready to continue with their learning pro-
cess and work together. If not, the group may split into smaller groups, which will 
be experienced by them as a rupture that takes place in a potentially contentious and 
confl icted atmosphere. 

 From the outside, the negotiation processes might be viewed as a dichotomy 
between  dialogues  and  discussions  as part of the group members’ either primarily 
negative or primarily positive relational communication. This may be set up as 
opposites (Alrø and Kristiansen  2004 , p. 14) (Table  15.3 )  

 Habermas’s distinction between strategic and a communicative action represents 
another way of characterising the contrast between discussion and dialogue 
(Habermas  1986  ) . Thus, discussion can be seen as a form of strategic communication; 

   Table 15.3    The negotiation processes among students viewed as a dichotomy between  dialogues  
and  discussions;  borrowed from Alrø and Kristiansen  2004    
 Discussion  Dialogue 

 Convince – Winning  Joint investigation 
 We need not get smarter  We can all learn from each other 
 I have the right answers  Together we will fi nd a solution 
 I show how you were wrong  We go for a new joint solution 
 I listen to fi nd fault  I listen to understand 
 My opinions represent the truth  Let us examine our attitudes 
 I defend my views  We are improving each other’s thinking 
 I keep cards close to my body  I am submitting my doubts 
 I do not take into account how you feel  We create together a safe space where stupid 

questions are OK 
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i.e. instrumental communication, where the strategic actors’ intentional behaviour 
are oriented towards cognition and success. A strategic actor communicates with the 
other group members with the purpose of infl uencing their perspectives according to 
his or her goals. Thus, strategic action aims at acquiring the defi nitional power. The 
outcome is experienced as an attempt to achieve one member’s specifi c goal as part 
of a win–lose dynamic. 

 Conversely, dialogue can be seen as an effort of communicative action, where 
the communicative actors with their interactive competences and interests are 
oriented towards consensus and performative acts, including an orientation towards 
cognition. Such actors are striving to accomplish a more open communication 
without specifi c intentions to dominate the other participants. For Habermas, the goal 
is to reach a situation with “intersubjective mutuality of reciprocal understanding, 
shared knowledge, mutual trust and accord with one another” (Habermas  1979 , 
p. 3). In other words, the underlying goal of reaching understanding is to foster 
enlightenment, deeper insight in the problem area, and consensus among the group 
members. In a specifi c project group, the communication at times alternate between 
discussion and dialogue in the sense that is described here.  

   Conclusion 

 In a networked learning environment, the participants only occasionally arrange 
face-to-face meetings; primarily, they are working together in groups via the Internet 
using an online conference system, Skype and video conferencing. It is therefore 
important that supervisors have a clear idea of how the physical and virtual means 
should be used. To meet face-to-face is important in the initial phase, where a project 
group is established. Meeting in person makes it easier for the supervisor and the 
students to achieve an alignment of expectations for their future relations and the 
group work. The communication in the group at this point focuses on constructing 
an initial problem formulation with some related research questions. In this phase of 
the project work, dialogues between supervisor and students contain Habermasian 
communicative action. 

 Any disagreements among the participants about the academic direction of the 
project work should preferably be resolved while the participants are physically 
together. A successful construction of interrelational perspective is thus a prerequi-
site for successful communication, as we have learned from our exploration into the 
world of Mead. As we saw, it can be diffi cult, but it is crucial that supervisors as 
well as students have the capability to take another person’s perspective. It is 
important to avoid defensive and rigid patterns by communicating openly and with 
respect for the other person’s perspective. 

 In subsequent phases, the collaboration is mediated through the Internet and the 
relevant digital tools, services and devices. In this phase, students have the opportu-
nities to write collaborative texts and discuss them online. If disagreements or 
confl icts arise in the project work, the interpersonal communication among the 
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participants cannot be confi ned to academic content alone. The participants’ 
reciprocal, personal relationships come into focus; thus, each person must judge 
whether, for example, everyone’s work performance has been adequate. If, for 
example, group members have different cultural backgrounds, it may also be neces-
sary to clarify the more deep-seated perceptions of learning processes with the intent 
of bringing the project work back into a constructive direction. The supervisor must 
in these situations act as project manager and help negotiate differences, which is 
generally best done face-to-face. The supervisor as social mediator therefore from 
the viewpoint of Habermas has to understand and decode the strategic communication 
that is part of the discussions when students disagree. 

 To summarise, based on our experience and the ideas expressed in this chapter, 
we believe that successful network learning requires teachers or supervisors who 
are refl ective and able to take the other’s perspective. Further they should, in our 
view, be able to take on the three supervisory roles identifi ed as important, of academic 
expert, process-orientated supervisor and social mediator.      
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    Introduction 

 The prospect of taking academic life online offers a range of challenges and 
 opportunities for staff and students in higher education. This chapter focuses on some 
of the many transformative experiences encountered by academics in adjusting to, and 
participating in, networked learning environments. Moving on from our initial 
 reluctance to “inhabit” social networking spaces, we adopt the well-used metaphor of 
the screen to fi nd a framework for evaluating and developing questions raised in an 
earlier paper. We use personal experiences of becoming disconnected from traditional 
practices while at the same time drawing on the familiar to enable an effective transi-
tion to networked learning. We have conceptualized our route as involving a  projection 
toward a screen, adjusting our focus to negotiate barriers and optimize enablers. But 
before we are fully immersed in a virtual world, we still have a stake in the real one. 
This has implications for our identity as academics when we fi nd ourselves operating 
in both kinds of environment simultaneously. It affects language too as existing 
expressions become transformed or superseded to refer to new kinds of practice. 
It entails new relationships with time, where speed and lag both change the nature of 
the activities engaged in. And academic engagement itself must be looked at anew, 
amid competing demands for attention. Identity, language, time, and engagement are 
viewed as both barriers and enablers in the movement from behind the screen to full 
participation in networked learning environments. In exploring sites of transformation 
and highlighting the process of transition involved in taking the academic online, we 
identify potential challenges and opportunities experienced in stepping out from 
behind the screen and projecting ourselves into networked learning environments.  

       S.   Boon   (*) • C. Sinclair   
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   The Screen as Metaphor 

 In an earlier paper (Boon and Sinclair  2009  ) , we described our disquiet and  discomfort 
in using social networking and virtual environments, highlighting how this 
unease informed and impacted upon our relationships with networked learning. The 
fi rst part of the title of that paper – “A World I Don’t Inhabit” – was an expression 
picked up from a colleague in mathematics when we mentioned that we were explor-
ing issues around Second Life and Facebook. More than 2 years on, we are still 
thinking about our engagement with networked learning environments and felt it 
would be useful to revisit the questions we raised in that previous paper. As a result, 
we have tracked our engagement with an emergent new understanding of networked 
learning, which we think can usefully be characterized as both a place and a set of 
practices. While we may still experience some disquiet in fully inhabiting these 
spaces, we are now participating more with and within them, and have found the 
metaphor of the screen has helped us to reframe our questions and move on. 

 The well-established metaphor of the screen neatly provides a portal as we cross 
the threshold to our new understanding. We use this metaphor to explore our experi-
ences, emphasizing Stuart’s role as a university teacher and Christine’s time as a 
student undertaking an MSc in E-learning online at the University of Edinburgh. We 
are both educational developers, interested in learning as well as teaching and both 
work with students as well as staff. We have also drawn on our own dominant theo-
retical interests in phenomenography (Stuart) and activity theory (Christine) and 
our shared fascination with literacies required for higher education and beyond, 
although we are not using specifi c frameworks from these perspectives. Instead, our 
theoretical interests indicate the provenance of our treatment of our themes: varia-
tion in conceptions, capturing a transformative process in-fl ight before it becomes 
second nature, and the way that variations and actions are captured in language use. 
The themes themselves – identity, language, time, and engagement – emerged from 
our discussions with each other and a felt need to work out together whether what 
we were experiencing under these headings should be regarded positively or nega-
tively in relation to participation in networked learning. 

 We have eclectically visited a range of theoretical perspectives in the process of 
unpacking our own understandings of networked learning. Our main emphasis, 
however, is empirical: using our own experiences to highlight barriers and enablers 
for staff and students in transitional states. We aim to capture snapshots of these 
transitional states to support our work as lecturers and educational developers, 
anticipating a future where we have to take on roles as projectors of new forms of 
practice. The process is raising questions about the extent to which academics can 
or should replicate old practices, and how we disaggregate and reaggregate aca-
demic habits and values. In exploring transformation in transition from traditional 
spaces to networked learning environments, we seek to highlight how academics are 
variously encouraged or discouraged, inspired or hindered, empowered or discon-
nected. Further research will consider the implications of our roles as projectors and 
complete our analysis of life of academics behind, on and through the screen. 
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 As we inhabit transitional spaces variably differentiating and blending traditional 
and networked learning environments, our own conceptions of networked learning 
are still protean, fl uid, and best described as works in progress. Although we have 
attended conferences on networked learning – and spoken, read, and written about 
it – the full implications of networked learning and its meaning for academic staff 
and students are still unfolding for us. Defi nitions that refer to connections and 
emphasize social understanding (Goodyear et al.  2004  )  are useful but may mask the 
complexity of that social nature. Networked learning has proved to be a threshold 
concept, with associated implications for how we engage as academics, students, 
and educational developers (Meyer and Land  2005  ) . Those who write about thresh-
old concepts seem particularly taken by Meyer and Land’s defi ning expression 
“akin to a portal” (Meyer and Land  2006  ) , as a Google search of this expression will 
reveal. Similarly, we feel we are passing through a portal of understanding to some-
thing previously inaccessible, and want to capture the experience before we have 
completely lost our old ways of viewing what is going on in academic practice. We 
shall suggest that networked learning is not only itself a threshold concept, but is 
also a site where threshold concepts abound. Networked learning can also be char-
acterized as a set of practices that invoke threshold concepts, perhaps turning edu-
cational orthodoxies on their heads and requiring us to rethink what staff and 
students do and how they relate to each other (Wesch  2009  ) :

  “And each digital innovation seems to shake us free from yet another assumption we once 
took for granted.”   

 We are aware of some risks in trying to track where we are coming from as well 
as where we are going. Wesch  (  2009  )  warns that our cognitive habits make us try to 
hang on to our familiar ways of teaching and assessing. Yet, we know as educational 
developers working with both staff and students that we shall need an understanding 
of where our colleagues are coming from once we ourselves have passed through 
the threshold – or at least emerged from our current investigations of the screen as 
metaphor. 

 Some might even argue that the modern screen is not a metaphor; it refers to a 
physical item, a vital piece of hardware that we all use in day-to-day life. Indeed, 
recent fi ndings showed that adults spend roughly 8.5 hours a day – a large proportion 
of their waking life – looking at screens of one sort of another (Council for Research 
Excellence  2009  ) . Beyond the physical object, the screen is a word with many con-
notations and denotations, offering us multiple contextual overtones (Bakhtin  1981  )  
to consider, some of which are metaphorical. As a metaphor, the screen is both 
potent and dynamic, having numerous and often-contradictory qualities: for exam-
ple, it is capable of being simultaneously conceived of as both an enabling tool and 
a barrier to engagement. 

 The title of this chapter intentionally echoes Sherry Turkle’s seminal work  Life 
on the Screen: Identity in the Age of the Internet   (  1995  ) , in which she prompts a 
range of associations (e.g., cinema, television, etc.) that might extend our analysis. 
These associations can have a powerful effect on academics’ perceptions of net-
worked learning and, particularly, in how academics see themselves in relation to 
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networked learners. For example, the play on words “screen or monitor” in the title 
of a paper by Bayne and Land  (  2002  )  highlights issues of surveillance and power in 
the relationship between physical objects and their metaphorical associations. In 
this chapter, we concentrate on the positive side of the screen metaphor rather than 
its Orwellian descendents, though the connection has to be acknowledged as we try 
to fi nd the boundaries of our framework. 

 Our title “Life Behind the Screen” deliberately adopts an alternative preposition to 
Turkle’s: we are looking  behind  the screen, rather than  on  it. More specifi cally, our 
focus here is on the transformation from behind the screen to on the screen with its 
attendant issues, challenges, and opportunities. In future research, we will eventually 
extend this exploration to what happens  through  the screen: a construction that we see 
as particularly relevant for the relationship between staff and students. Herein, how-
ever, we will focus on our experiences in engaging with networked learning environ-
ments as both educators and students. In the 2 years following the publication of our 
previous paper, we have made progress in overcoming our initial feelings of discom-
fort and disquiet. However, the transition to online learners and educators has been 
neither simple nor seamless: rather we fi nd ourselves surprised and intrigued by ques-
tions relating to our identities, the language that we use, our relationship with time and 
the ways in which we engage with online spaces. Refl ecting on our own experiences, 
we look more closely below at these four sites of transition and transformation – identity, 
language, time, and engagement – examining how they can represent both barriers 
and enablers and how they have shaped our actions behind the screen. 

 The transformative journey we embark on when we enter into networked learn-
ing environments is not unlike Alice’s journey in Lewis Carroll’s  Through the 
Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There   (  1871  ) : we encounter all manner of 
people, situations, and environments that may either attempt to replicate the familiar 
or provide totally alien experiences (e.g., Ball and Pearce  2009 ; Bayne  2008 ; Boon 
and Sinclair  2009 ; Castronova  2005 ; Wood and Smith  2005  ) . These experiences 
may challenge or trouble us, intrigue or entertain us, aid or inform us, but each of 
them singly or as a whole will go some way to transform us and our relation to the 
world around us. Figure  16.1  below shows our conceptualization of our own jour-
neys and the relationships involved.  

 Our main focus here is on our own experiences. We do have theoretical infl u-
ences, both shared and individual, and their effects can be seen here. We are both 
interested in literacies, Stuart from the perspective of information literacy and 
Christine from literature on academic writing. We also draw on phenomenography 
and activity theory, though not adhering slavishly to either for our current purposes. 
From phenomenography, we emphasize the necessity of awareness of variation in 
experiences to allow for conceptualization of phenomena (Marton and Pang  1999  )  
and Stuart explores the differences between the real and the virtual as he engages in 
different forms of academic participation. From activity theory, we recognize 
Leont’ev’s  (  1981  )  distinction between action and operation and Christine’s blog as 
an MSc student attempts to capture a “process in fl ight” (Vygotsky  1978 , p. 64) 
before it has become fossilized. Once what we do as students and educators has 
become operationalized, it is hard to get back to an understanding of where it came 
from. It would therefore be diffi cult to support those who are still on the journey. 
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 As with our earlier paper, in this work, we use our own experiences as participants 
– as both students and educators – in online environments to illustrate and prob-
lematize these transformative experiences and encounters in networked learning . 
We use our immediate experience, recorded as refl ections and as extracts from a 
student’s blog (  http://e-learningconfessions.blogspot.com    ). This chapter  follows the 
journey of the fi rst arrow in Fig.  16.1  (above) involving the transition from life 
behind the screen to inhabitation or life on the screen: we reserve the  journey of the 
second arrow and its associated features for future work but are keen to anticipate it 
here. 

 Our use of the screen as both object and metaphor may be seen as an interaction 
with what Cousin  (  2005  )  describes as “transitional objects.” Cousin points to the 
role of the virtual learning environment (VLE) in providing a link between familiar, 
traditional classroom practices and the new opportunities afforded by networked 
learning. In our own experience, we have noted that there are a number of adjust-
ments that academics must make in order to participate effectively in online worlds – 
we cover four such adjustments or sites of transition below. As a transitional object, 
the screen – like Alice’s looking glass – offers us passage through a liminal space in 
which our knowledge, our activities, and even ourselves are brought into confl ict 
with the other. This transition and its concomitant transformation affect us directly, 
challenging the way we perceive and construct our world(s) and ourselves. In our 
own experience, for example, the seeming constants of language, identity, 
 engagement, and time were shown to be inconstant and made unfamiliar through 
this transition or crossing. This inconstancy and unfamiliarity can be a very real 
barrier for academics and students alike. With one foot in the real and another in the 

  Fig. 16.1    The transformative journey from life behind the screen to life on the screen       
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virtual, users must come to terms with both difference and disquiet in order to 
 participate effectively in networked learning environments.  

   One Foot in the Real and One in the Virtual: Implications 
for Identity 

 Identity in networked learning environments is an area of much interest, delibera-
tion and debate (e.g., Mann  2003  ) . For many academics, the transition to networked 
learning involves a move from the familiar and comfortable identities and activities 
of traditional practice to a new arena of engagement wherein identity and activity 
must be re/constructed and re/negotiated. As we argued in our previous paper, aca-
demics may well feel threatened by these processes and, in particular, by the need 
to edit or augment their identities (Boon and Sinclair  2009  ) . Among our colleagues, 
we still see open resistance to participation in online environments and not only 
with the more senior members of the academy. 

 As academics in networked learning environments, we fi nd ourselves often 
inhabiting or simultaneously straddling two worlds. For many of us, as the refl ec-
tions below illustrate, our roles, our work, and our identities are in transition:

  My day is divided now: in the morning I stand in front of a class full of students, teaching 
in a traditional classroom to a traditional audience, but in the afternoon I’m online and then 
it’s all different – I’m a different kind of teacher then with a different kind of audience in a 
space that’s anything but traditional…. The strange thing is that we’re all the same people 
from morning to afternoon and, yet, somehow we’re not. In the online discussions and 
activities, I’ve got one foot in the real and one in the virtual: I’m still the traditional teacher, 
but now I’m something else, someone else, as well. I’m stretching between the two. It has 
to be real and yet it’s also unreal or virtual. In the end, it sometimes feels like I’m the thing 
that’s become divided – or maybe multiplied. 

 (from Stuart’s refl ective diary)   

 This increased complexity and the concomitant challenge to identity and ways of 
thinking and practicing can be seen as a barrier to engagement with networked 
learning environments. On a symbolic level, immersion into a networked environ-
ment involves the dislocation of the individual – lecturer or student – from familiar 
structures and frameworks for teaching and learning (e.g., Anderson  2009 ; Wood 
and Smith  2005  ) . For some, this can be a disorienting and disquieting process:

  I’ve found myself experiencing a kind of dislocation in my new role as an online educator. 
When I mentioned this to a colleague, she expressed a similar uncomfortable, almost ner-
vous, feeling. In our discussion we came to realize that we felt as though the technology 
was essentially dislocating us from our established, disciplinary “communities of practice” 
(Lave and Wenger  1998  ) . We both feel cut off in a sense, but then that makes sense. It is a 
new environment after all: the networked learning environment. I think I was assuming that 
the job of teaching online would be a seamless transition – taking what I know and applying 
it in a different context – but it isn’t that easy. I can see that there’s going to a lot more to it 
to become a part of a different community of practice. 

 (from Stuart’s refl ective diary)   
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 What is clear is that working effectively in online spaces necessitates a willingness 
and conscious decision to engage with and accept both the opportunities and chal-
lenges offered by networked learning. This virtual blurring and refocusing of identity, 
for example, simultaneously offers and threatens academics with potential changes in 
role, levels of engagement, and relationships between themselves and their students.

  My relationship to the students is different as well. It is often surprising how different they 
are online. But then I’m different online as well. It’s a new environment for us all, I think. 
But for the students, I suspect the virtual is much more home to them than for me. For me, 
at this point in time, being there is still a challenge… but I see the opportunity too. It can still 
be strange from time to time. It’s not uncomfortable usually – although I think it can be – 
but it requires a lot more work, a different kind of engagement, a different kind of knowl-
edge, a different relationship and language. And, I guess, I’m still learning all that. 

 (from Stuart’s refl ective diary)   

 Taking the academic online thus requires a re-examination and perhaps even rede-
fi ning of academic identity. In transition, academics fi nd themselves inhabiting limi-
nal spaces in which identity, role, and activity are thrown into doubt, and ultimately 
require re-evaluation and reorientation. Encounters with and within networked learn-
ing environments thus raise a number of important questions regarding academic and 
professional identity: for example, how do we present or represent ourselves in net-
worked learning environments? How are our identities negotiated or renegotiated in 
the process? How are our ways of thinking and practicing informed and/or challenged? 
These are questions that we have only begun to seek answers to. For now, we recog-
nize the transitional journey from traditional to networked learning environments as a 
journey of change and transformation: the challenge for educators is to be open to 
develop new ways of being while taking advantage of opportunities for creating new 
relationships, roles, and practices that augment and enhance our traditional work.  

   Shifts in Perspective Transform Our Use of Language 

 The metaphors we use to describe what is happening online reveal how we concep-
tualize what is going on. In looking from behind the screen and becoming ready to 
step through it, we are invoking a complex metaphor of place. We need to think 
about what is going on in the places we encounter.    Goodfellow and Lea  (  2007  )  
argue that academic work online should be recognized as sites of literacy practice. 
This conception entails that the new medium is not, as some people would claim, 
just a “delivery truck” for content (Clark  1994  ) , but rather is a place where identity 
and activity are constituted through textual exchanges. There are inevitable adjust-
ments to be made, as illustrated by the following extract from a student’s blog:

  I’m thinking about speech acts – though I’ve known about these for over 30 years, I now 
have a new take on them. …This issue [silence] is heightened online, through the whole 
idea of lurking and we’re also very conscious of power structures and other effects such as 
the permanence of online text. 

 (from Christine’s blog as an MSc student)   
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 Not only is silence different online, we have given it a new name (lurking) – though 
it is one that is shot through with negative connotations from its previous associations. 
Because the student here is clearly a (very) mature one, she has a wide repertoire of 
associations to draw on. The example shows how the new take can be an enabler, seen 
as expanding current understanding. For some students, though, the challenge to what 
is in the existing repertoire might act as a barrier, especially if the new use has negative 
connotations. For some of their teachers, too, such a new use of old language can have 
the effect of extending a repertoire or threatening to topple it. 

 A different student (and, equally, a different teacher) might regard the online 
meaning of lurking as the standard point of reference or defi nition. It might be the 
expression “speech acts” (Austin  1962  )  that is new to their repertoire. This student 
could also then have a new take on silence. Arguably, the concept of lurking for the 
older student and the concept of speech acts for the younger could scaffold a similar 
new scientifi c view of the everyday concept of silence  ( Vygotsky  [1934] 1987  ) . 
Looked at in this way, learning how to bring the familiar and unfamiliar together has 
implications that apply to new forms of participation through technology as well as 
those encountered in the disciplines. 

 New meanings, new expressions and alternative uses all have the potential to 
invoke change and prompt a new take on something in the existing repertoire. At the 
point of encounter, there may be a response to this that is quickly forgotten. Another 
extract from the blog illustrates a transformative, point-of-encounter response and 
its theme is also pertinent to our deliberations in this chapter. The initial stimulus for 
the refl ections was a comment made by a respected colleague from another institution 
and an expert in e-learning. This was:

  “Students should all be encouraged to use aggregators. It’s an essential part of digital 
literacy.”   

 Aggregators are software or Web applications that collate Web content, such as RSS 
feeds. The comment about them prompted a set of responses recorded the following 
day in the blog: 

 It is important to record something I recognized yesterday as frequently happening to me as 
a student, not just of e-learning but always. Someone makes a valuable comment that poten-
tially leads to a change in what I do and/or how I think about things – but I have a sequence 
of internalized responses that attempt to fi lter it before that happens. I think I can identify 
each one. They were experienced very rapidly – and they are part of the process in fl ight; 
that is they will be forgotten when I have fully internalized it. I think I have captured all the 
stages below.

   1.    OMG, I do not do that.  
   2.    Or do I? I perhaps do something a bit like it?  
   3.    I did not know it was called that.  
   4.    I do not think I want to do it.  
   5.    I will fi nd a rationale for not doing it.  
   6.    Perhaps I should do it though.  
   7.    I need to fi nd out more about it – look it up, talk to other…  
   8.    Well, X also suggested something on these lines but I had not picked up on it.  
   9.     I am trying to imagine what it would be like doing this routinely and I am slightly 

uncomfortable with the picture.  
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   10.    I am not sure that I am the sort of person who does this.  
   11.    Here is a simile/metaphor for it [tickertape].     

 (from Christine’s blog as an MSc student; items 8–11 followed 
after further refl ection on the following day.) 

 This extract illustrates how coming to terms with new ideas in a new medium uses 
previous knowledge of self, ideas, and media in the attempt at assimilation. At the 
time of writing the present chapter, the process of adopting an aggregator is still 
incomplete, but the word and its new use are becoming fi rmly established. Thus in 
revisiting concepts from a book that referred (challengingly) to the effects of disag-
gregation (   Brown and Duguid  2000  )  with respect to information technology, a new 
and transformative connection was made to the authors’ arguments. What began as 
a barrier is eventually becoming an enabler. And this observation has made us both 
ask questions about disaggregation and disintermediation from older forms of peda-
gogy that are followed by reaggregation and reintermediation with the new. We 
were grateful to be alerted to potential shifts that are happening so quickly that they 
become second nature to some people before others even have the chance to encoun-
ter them.  

   A Time of Change: And a Change of Time 

 Time, like identity and language, is invariably shifted as we enter networked  learning 
environments. One might argue that our relationship with time is one of the fi rst 
things to undergo transformation when we participate in online spaces. Those 
 working or participating in networked learning environments commonly experience 
a change in their relationship with time, often expressed alternatively as an acceleration 
or deceleration of time and/or speed of activity. As the following two refl ections – 
fi rst that of an academic and second that of a student – show, stepping over that 
threshold into the virtual requires a re-evaluation of time, speed, and activity:

  I am beginning to see a real issue with time here… certainly in the way I use it, the way 
I expect others to use it (and no doubt their expectations for me), and how networked learning 
impacts my relationship with time. I feel like I have to renegotiate the whole situation. 
In the real world, I feel like I have a good understanding of time and how much I can 
achieve in say 50 minutes. But online the idea of 50 minutes is utterly meaningless – the 
class is online 24 hours a day and people can be contributing and learning non-stop. 

 (from Stuart’s refl ective diary)  

  I’ve been very conscious of the synchronous/asynchronous dichotomy for a while, but it’s 
starting to dominate my thinking at the moment.… I have concerns about dichotomies but 
they are often useful in pointing to an issue for exploration.… My own preference in learn-
ing is for the asynchronous – blogs, discussion boards, reading – over the synchronous – 
instant messaging, Second Life, talk. But I wouldn’t like my whole life to be asynchronous! 
I love to meet people face to face and talk things through with them. Part of that pleasure, 
though, is knowing that the ideas will keep developing. 

 (from Christine’s blog as an MSc student)   
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 Information technologies, the Internet and the blending of asynchronous and 
synchronous communication make it possible for us to be perpetually networked. 
The online presence of the academic or student need never sleep. Our Facebook 
profi les, blogs and various Web pages, for example, are ever-present and very nearly 
immortal. We are virtually omnipresent, but at a cost. Here again opportunity and 
challenge, barrier and enabler, are intertwined. While the common complaint among 
academics that working online takes up too much of their time and effort certainly 
factors into the perception of time as a barrier to participation (MacKeogh and Fox 
 2009  ) , our interest focuses on how our perception of time is transformed in net-
worked learning environment and what temporal adjustments academics must make 
to function effectively in online spaces. 

 Networked learning provides us with the potential for unparalleled connectivity 
and new levels of engagement but at the cost of compressed time and increased 
complexity and fragmentation. In  Tyranny of the Moment: Fast and Slow Time in 
the Information Age , Eriksen  (  2001  )  argues that our use of information technologies 
has led us to adopt a logic of acceleration wherein time and events are compressed 
forcing us to alter our relationship with time and with one another. Periods of slow 
time, where we can think and communicate without interruption, he suggests are 
ever diminishing, as more and more aspects of our lives are taken online. 

 In networked learning, the Eriksen’s tyranny of the moment might be expressed 
as the constant pressure to be online and available, to be fast in responding to stu-
dents’ needs, and to always be up to date. Time in online environments is inherently 
fast time. Lag – a reduction of speed and/or connectivity, which might also be seen 
as an expression of slow time – is not acceptable and a source of much frustration 
for users. This is closely connected to the cultural need to keep up, if not accelerate 
further, and can lead us to experience and perceive our own lives in the real world 
as lag. In that way, the virtual can begin to degrade the real, making it seem slow, 
uncoordinated, and out of touch. It is not uncommon, for example, to hear academ-
ics express the feeling that they should be online 24 hours a day and to even express 
guilt when operating in the real world. Statements like these can, in turn, lead others 
to dismiss the opportunities provided by networked learning environments, focus-
ing only on the negative. 

 Ironically, the same processes enable students and academic staff to make more 
considered communications than they do in a classroom because of the need to 
write responses rather than say them (although even this is changing as voice plays 
an increasing role online). The challenge for academics is to fi nd a balance between 
the demands of transformed time and the possibilities it provides us for facilitating 
and supporting student learning. In order to successfully navigate and participate in 
networked learning environments, academics must make the transition from tradi-
tion or real conceptions of time to new or virtual conceptions. This transition neces-
sitates that academics reconsider their relationship with time both on a personal and 
professional level. We suggest that it may be important to acknowledge differing 
preferences in relation to time, especially in the synchronous/asynchronous spec-
trum to minimize barriers to participation, for example through under-engagement 
or over-engagement (Savin-Baden and Sinclair  2011  ) .  
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   Engagement in Networked Learning 

 Who we are online, the language available to us and our relationship to time all have 
an impact on the way we can engage – what we are able to do. The student blog 
contains examples of times where students feel under- and over-engaged, especially 
in relation to what other students are doing. As we learn about appropriate  academic  
engagement online, the traces we leave can provide an opportunity to explore what 
we are actually doing. This particular example from the blog shows how such traces 
can be used for later analysis:

  A fellow student has written a draft that incorporates a Skype conversation in which I took 
part. It is fascinating – and sharing drafts is such a valuable (and brave) thing to do online, 
with all sorts of useful connections for all of us. If we all do this, it will be a rich source of 
support for writing. He’s introduced an idea that really interests me and he makes an excellent 
case. I’ve still to add my comments, but have held back because the analysis and the transcript 
suggest that I go into the community in “tutor” mode – and this has got me thinking… 

 The transcript does suggest that I have a tendency to try to frame the discussions in my 
course and this could disempower other students. This will now possibly make me want to 
contribute less – and that could lead to different types of silence (at least I can mention it in 
my essay!). I must be appearing to be more confi dent online than I actually am (and I think 
I may do this f2f too). The last thing I want to do is intimidate people, or appear to be a know-all 
(especially as I am not) but I do want to contribute to the thinking where I see opportunities. 

 (from Christine’s blog as an MSc student)   

 The blog extract above contains evidence of how our four themes – identity, 
 language, time, and engagement – interact. There are several layers of actions here. 
The blog author’s actions referred to in the fi rst paragraph as seen by herself were: 
participate in Skype (instant messaging) discussion, read draft, evaluate draft, refl ect 
on own participation in discussion. The participation in Skype could be further broken 
down into actions – or speech acts (Austin  1962  ) . From Christine’s own memory, the 
actions included: express ideas, ask questions, summarize, suggest resources, and give 
reasons for a view. The negative action “held back” referred to in the blog extract is an 
interesting one, relating to the notions of silence and lurking that recur throughout the 
blog. There is much evidence in the blog of self-censorship online and the second 
paragraph elaborates on this in relation to the participation at this point of the course. 

 It was noted later that the fellow student had not expressed this view negatively 
or strongly and it was not his main point. Nevertheless, what was written – both 
synchronously in Skype and asynchronously in the draft – provided evidence of the 
action or speech act that might be defi ned as “framing a discussion” and of another 
student’s response to this. The second paragraph captures reasoning for subsequent 
reduction in engagement at the time (though it has to be said that this was probably 
only a temporary effect). 

 However, there were also times of under-engagement for a variety of reasons. 
The example below comes from around the same time, during a module on lan-
guage and culture, and the extract indicates the same obsessions with participation 
and silence and their relationship with the real world equivalents:

  The discussion board is fairly quiet at present with no tutor contributions and about four 
students doing some good stuff. I’ve realized that they’re almost doing the reading for the 
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rest of us; by digesting and interpreting as a sort of advance party, they’re putting up 
 signposts that will help the rest of us. I’ve done a sort of comment to this effect, but am only 
just realizing how important this is. In fact, I remember some students telling me during an 
evaluation that they resented doing this kind of work for the rest of the class. But how 
 different is it from students not speaking up in tutorials? 

 (from Christine’s blog as an MSc student)   

 Here, it is other students’ actions that can be seen in the extract – reading, digesting, 
interpreting, putting up signposts (in the forum). 

 There is a sense of guilt at lack of contribution and indeed that had been expressed 
more strongly in the previous paragraph. The previous example also suggests guilt at 
over-contribution. The fact that the entire blog is entitled  Confessions of an e-learning  
student would highlight this effect for any external reader – and, indeed, the idea of 
engagement is rendered more complex by the fact that this blog was available for 
speech acts that felt wrong for other online spaces. Such public disclosures, however, 
may be inappropriate for younger students and there has been a subsequent concern 
by this writer that her student blog be regarded by other student readers as a model 
for online refl ection. While it is useful for the current authors’ purposes to capture a 
process in fl ight, it might not be helpful for some students to make public their own 
guilty feelings about their actions or lack of them. This observation highlights the 
complexity of issues facing academics and their students. 

 Both authors here have found that the move to networked environments of 
engagement has added an extra dimension to the way we interact both with students 
and staff. By engagement, here we are not simply referring to academics acquiring 
the skills to put things online; rather, we focus on social exchange – for example, the 
role of immediacy (e.g., Baker  2010  )  and presence (e.g., Picciano  2002  )  – which 
has implications for language and academic identity. Effective engagement offers a 
new track for learning, but requires some getting used to:

  Engaging in a class or module online is signifi cantly different, I would say. It feels different – 
it is a different kind of experience. I always feel like there’s a lack of contact, or an imposed 
distance, but there’s defi nitely less immediacy. It feels disembodied somehow. A little 
unreal. That throws things into confusion a bit for me…. I can engage fi ne, but it’s not the 
same as face-to-face. I have to work harder to make sense of things. Maybe it is just a matter 
of getting used to it. I can see the point of it, thankfully, but I’m not sure I like the stress 
involved. I can see that it offers a different way of learning and it seems to work. I just need 
to fi nd a way to make it less stressful and more meaningful for me. 

 (from Stuart’s refl ective diary)   

 Interestingly, the refl ection above could be that of either a student or educator. 
As with other points of transition and transformation, engagement can be seen as an 
enabler, a barrier or both. Devoid of familiar signs, signals, and processes,  networked 
learning requires foremost a willingness to adjust and to engage and participate 
 differently. Like identity, language or time, effective engagement in networked 
learning environments relies on our openness to learn new ways of thinking, of 
being and of practicing.  
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   Conclusions 

 These sites of transition and transformation – language, engagement, identity, and 
time – may, as noted throughout, appear to us as both barriers and enablers. It is the 
position and stance of the individual academic that informs whether these sites are 
encountered as opportunities or challenges or both. We ourselves fi nd that our expe-
riences are variable: our language, the way we engage with one another, our rela-
tionship to time and even our understandings of ourselves are in near constant fl ux 
in these networked environments. 

 In order to function successfully in networked learning environments then, the 
academic must come to terms with this new alien landscape and, perhaps more 
importantly, fi nd a place in it for themselves. Our own experience has shown that 
many academics still prefer – knowingly or otherwise – to replicate the real in the 
virtual world, rather than unfetter themselves from tradition and the familiar and 
create new selves, constructs, relationships, and opportunities for engagement. It 
may yet take time before we as a profession overcome the alienation and otherness 
of online spaces and fully embrace the potential offered therein. 

 Academics who cannot make the necessary adjustments may fi nd their progress 
halted by these barriers. Those who can make the adjustments may fi nd that those 
self-same barriers are transformed and become enablers, offering academics new 
opportunities for interaction and involvement in networked learning environments. 

 Twenty-fi rst century academic identity entails a number of roles. Both of us are 
simultaneously lecturers, researchers, students, and educational developers who 
support other lecturers, researchers, and students. We come from two generations, 
but there is a third generation now attending our university and we have to fi nd 
appropriate ways of communicating with them. Like many of our colleagues, we are 
stepping out from behind the screen, but with a foot still in the old world. 

 Not only have we appropriated Turkle’s metaphor of the screen, but we have also 
revisited some of her concerns about the tensions between the virtual and the real. 
At the time, she wrote that in 15 years the meaning of the computer had shifted from 
“a modernist culture of calculation toward a postmodernist culture of simulation” 
(Turkle  1995 , p. 20). Another 15 years has passed since then and we feel that we are 
now going beyond simulation toward projection of a new, albeit reaggregated, real-
ity. We are no longer simply replicating the real world in virtual spaces, but creating 
truly novel means of interacting and educating. Like Turkle, we believe that as we 
do this, we should not leave behind our values as human beings. But there is now a 
new context and this may also demand a new set of values. 

 In the (re)aggregation processes that may be required for current digital literacy, 
we may be buying in (both fi nancially and politically) to particular ways of viewing 
the world – and projecting those ways to other people. This is a subject for future 
thought and research and a step beyond our attempt to “inhabit the virtual.”      
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          Introduction 

 In Chapter One, we gave an account of the history and development of networked 
learning as it relates to research and practice in the UK and Denmark in particular 
and, more broadly, to the Networked Learning Conference itself. 

 We believe that the chapters from the Networked Learning Conference 2010 
included in this book give us an opportunity to review where the theory, practice 
and pedagogy of networked learning is today, and where it is heading. In this fi nal 
chapter, we would like to address the following four questions:

    1.    Is networked learning a theory, practice or a pedagogy?  
    2.    What are the pedagogical values that underpin networked learning?  
    3.    What is the relevance and challenges of networked learning to mainstream higher 

education?  
    4.    What new possibilities and challenges is Web 2.0 bringing to networked 

learning?     

 We think that these are key questions moving forward and that the different chap-
ters included in the book contribute to beginning to answer them and to thus prog-
ress our understanding of networked learning. 
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   The Ontology of Networked Learning 

 In asking ourselves is networked learning a theory, pedagogy or practice, we 
recognised it is all of these things. Indeed, the separation of theory from practice 
many would argue is an artifi cial one in the fi rst place. There have been many 
debates on this issue in the wider social sciences to the extent that Willinsky  (  2000  )  
observed that it might just be easier “to stop casting it as a division”. 

 To consider the ontology of networked learning, we must identify what assumptions 
it makes about the nature of being and existence and how reality is seen. Our shared 
view of networked learning comes from an ontological position that assumes an 
understanding of the world and view of the world, including learning and teaching, 
is socio-culturally infl uenced and constructed. It is a view that aligns with the critical 
and humanistic traditions of the likes of Freire  (  1970  ) , Dewey  (  1916  )  and Mead 
 (1967) , including the belief in the importance of focusing on making sense from 
one’s own personal experiences and view of the world – or indeed one’s own practice. 
As Nielsen and Danielsen explain in their chapter, learning in networked learning 
is achieved through participation in communities of learners where meaning is 
both negotiated and created through collaborative dialogue. 

 Equally important to us, however, is the nature of meaning and understanding 
of knowledge and of the world that is constructed and how it contributes to the wellbeing 
of society and the world in which we live. To this extent as explained by Levinsen 
and Nielsen in their chapter, networked learning, importantly, seeks to address the 
tensions between the two current primary but contradictory meta-discourses in 
education and in society itself; the  political–ethical discourse  on the one hand and 
the  economic–pragmatic discourse  on the other. In a political context of neo-liberalism, 
we feel both discourses need to be given attention. For us networked learning 
questions the nature of society and how we develop new knowledge of the world we 
live in, including societal form. It is equally, we believe, a way to conduct education 
that supports learners to contribute to a society that is literate and critically exam-
ines the way we work and live and take learning into the wider world. Several of the 
chapters point out (e.g. Alevizou, Galley and Conole, Boon and Sinclair, Nielsen 
and Danielsen and Ross) that to achieve this learners need to acquire new literacies, 
social literacy as well as a digital literacy. Networked learning, we believe, offers 
the theory and practice for a pedagogy that is appropriate or suited to live in a digitally 
connected and networked world where sharing and collaborative ways of working 
are the norm rather than the exception.  

   The Epistemology of Networked Learning 

 The learning theory that follows the ontology of networked learning is a social 
theory of learning. To this end it could be said, as Fox  (  2006  )  claims for other social 
theories of learning, such as activity theory and communities of practice, it attempts 
to transcend the dualism between abstract mind and concrete material social practice. 
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The epistemology of networked learning is in essence that knowledge emerges or is 
constructed in relational dialogue or collaborative interaction – knowledge is 
not a property but a social construction/way of knowing from our experience of 
the world. 

 If we take this a step further and perceive practice as a proxy for epistemology, 
we also move closer to overcoming the issue of separating theory from practice. 
Practice as epistemic, as a way of seeing or acting, particularly in the fi eld of edu-
cation and learning, becomes then an over-arching concept within which it can be 
argued resides theory  and  activity  and  learning in relationship to each other. By 
seeing practice as epistemic, networked learning can be claimed to exist inside 
practice and becomes itself an object of inquiry in terms of the theory and behav-
iours it creates as social action. What is more, the social action and associated 
behaviours that emerge from networked learning arguably emanate from the 
epistemology that underpins the pedagogy of networked learning. 

 As we explained in chapter one, technology is signifi cant to any concept of 
networked learning. Technology meditates many of the connections within and 
between a learning community and its different actors. How technology is perceived 
impacts strongly on the epistemology of networked learning. Technology however 
only mediates, though as a number of chapters illustrate in its mediation capacity it 
has material affect, but it does not and cannot determine learning, learning design or 
the learning process. 

 The material affect of technology is explored by Thompson in her chapter. 
Thompson uses actor network theory (ANT) to analyse the relational and material 
connections within a networked learning situation in order to demonstrate the 
co-constituted and performative relations present between people and Web technolo-
gies. While Creanor and Walker in their chapter explain, from the perspective of 
socio-technical interaction network (STIN), the material and social are interlinked, 
and technology cannot be examined without reference to its use in social contexts.  

   The Pedagogy of Networked Learning 

 Based on several key sources on the topic Ryberg, Buus, and Georgsen identify 
e-quality, inclusion, critical refl exivity and relational dialogue as key theoretical 
perspectives and values associated with the pedagogical and socio-technical design 
of networked learning. They go on to explain that these differentiate networked 
learning from other ideas and concepts, such as personalised learning environments 
(PLE) and in particular connectivism. 

 As Ryberg, Buus, and Georgsen explain in connectivism, as purported by 
Siemens  (  2005,   2006  ) , the most fundamental relationship is that between an indi-
vidual and a resource or idea. Knowledge in this view becomes equated with con-
tent and learning remains ultimately an individual, cognitive, pursuit. Most telling, 
however, they point out in approaches like PLE and connectivism no attention is, 
apparently, given to issues of power, voice, access and inclusion. 
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 Another fi eld which many see as closely aligned with networked learning is 
computer supported collaborative learning (CSCL). There are it has to be said a lot 
of overlapping interests between CSCL and networked learning. Stahl et al.  (  2006 , 
p. 15) explain in their essay on the history of CSCL that it is a fi eld of study that 
“requires a focus on the meaning-making practices of collaborating groups and on 
the design of technological artefacts to mediate interaction, rather than a focus on 
individual learning”. 

 The meaning making practices of collaborating groups in their description of 
CSCL is particularly pertinent to the research interests of networked learning. The 
design of technological artefacts to mediate interaction has been less of a focus of 
attention within networked learning. This said, much of the research done under the 
banner of CSCL could equally be seen as relevant to networked learning. However, 
unlike networked learning CSCL does not identify itself as part of the tradition of 
radical pedagogy based on a given ontology and epistemology. This radical tradi-
tion underpinning networked learning leads to an interest in researching and design-
ing networked learning programmes and opportunities that are educationally 
rewarding but which do also give attention to issues of power, voice, access and 
inclusion – something many of the chapters in this book consider from different 
perspectives. 

 As we explained in Chapter One, problem and project-based learning (PBL) is 
another community with overlapping interest to networked learning. Historically, 
PBL in the Danish tradition shares pedagogical values with networked learning 
based on the critical and humanistic traditions of learning. Especially within a 
networked learning design the principles from PBL environments have proved to 
be productive with respect to students learning in the organisation between tight 
and loose ties (Dirckinck-Holmfeld et al.  2009  ) . Nielsen and Danielsen; Ryberg, 
Buus, and Georgsen; Levinsen and Nielsen and Nyvang and Bygholm describe in 
their chapters a number of learning principles that problem and project-based learn-
ing integrates: participants” control, problem formulation, exemplary and inter-
disciplinary projects, team-work and forms of action learning, all of which work 
well with the principles of networked learning.   

   What Are the Pedagogical Values that Underpin 
Networked Learning 

 We have seen above that it is possible to describe networked learning in terms of its 
ontology and epistemology. These are underpinned by values and beliefs concern-
ing the learning, teaching and assessment (LTA) processes of networked learning. 
These shared pedagogical values of networked learning do not, however, assume a 
given or taken-for-granted learning design. As demonstrated by the various chapters 
in this book, the shared pedagogical values of networked learning can lead to vari-
ous and different designs, landscapes and spaces. 
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   Implications for the Learning, Teaching 
and Assessment Process 

 Not all networked learning practitioners value the same things, nor when they do 
value shared learning and teaching beliefs are they valued in the same way or to the 
same degree. However, it is probably fair to say that most networked learning 
practitioners place a high value on the following:

   Cooperation and collaboration in the learning process.  • 
  Working in groups and in communities.  • 
  Discussion and dialogue.  • 
  Self-determination in the learning process.  • 
  Difference and its place as a central learning process.  • 
  Trust and relationships: weak and strong ties.  • 
  Refl exivity and investment of self in the networked learning processes.  • 
  The role technology plays in connecting and mediating.    • 

 From this, we can say that the practice of networked learning is best seen from a 
holistic perspective. Each component of networked learning has to be integrated 
and has to contribute to the overall underpinning values and beliefs.  

   Learning, Teaching and Community 

 Networked learning is concerned with the development of a learning culture, in which 
the members’ value supporting each other: no one individual is responsible for know-
ing everything. The community often works towards shared understandings. In net-
worked learning, communities have to be “designed into” any learning event or course 
by the teacher, and not assumed to be in place or to exist without any intention. As 
Smith describes in her chapter, a networked learning community has the capacity to 
support a collective and shared process of learning that leads to acquiring a new iden-
tity and way of being in the world. Similarly, Raffaghelli and Richieri show that in 
intercultural settings, networked learning pedagogy has the capacity to provide appro-
priate support for teachers who are facilitating the learning process, and for learners 
who are working with people from other countries and other cultures. 

 It can be argued that when such social co-participation is valued, the focus is on 
each individual constructing their identity within the social space of the learning 
community. This occurs through collaborative and refl ective learning processes: 
“The altered self has to be explored and constructed as part of a refl exive process of 
connecting personal and social change” (Giddens  1991 , p. 33). 

 In their chapter, Boon and Sinclair consider the impact on what it takes to get the 
academic online. They explore the shift required from the way academics value 
conventional, face-to-face teaching and learning, towards a new set of values asso-
ciated with networked learning. This requires the forging of new identities for 
academics themselves and acquiring sets of new values concerning learning and 



296 V. Hodgson et al.

teaching, which is a complex and unsettling process. Networked learning is a new 
and alien landscape for many teachers, and they have to come to terms with it in 
their own way. 

 The new roles associated with the networked learning teacher are also explored 
by Nielsen and Danielsen in their chapter. They examine the emergence of new 
teacher pedagogies in problem-based networked learning, and indicate that teachers 
are coming to place an emphasis on new values and beliefs concerning their 
practice. Teachers are no longer valuing only the traditional roles of the “expert” 
teacher. They are realising that to engage in new forms of learning and teaching, 
such as we fi nd in networked learning, they have to revalue their existing pedagogic 
practice in favour of values associated with the supervisor in various roles such as, 
academic instructor, a process-orientated supervisor and as social mediator. That is, 
where there is a greater value placed on processes, methodological dimensions 
and stressing the importance of a refl exive approach. 

 There is also a value point in relation to the nature of learning and  achievement . 
Student learning is usually competitive and individualistic. In networked learning, 
where cooperation and collaboration has a high value, we ask the question: but what 
about cooperative and collaborative learning? How do these two forms of learning 
– competitive and individualistic learning, and cooperative and collaborative learning – 
differ in terms of the outcomes of student learning? As mentioned, the chapter by 
Levinsen and Nielsen discusses the presence of two contrasting meta-discourses. 
The  political–ethical discourse  which focuses on the good life and what ought to be 
done, and concentrates on the development of a new educational paradigm inspired 
by social constructivist and constructivist theory. As they explain complexities of 
learning in such a discourse require time to mature. In contrast to this is the 
 economic–pragmatic discourse  that demands fast, effi cient, predictable and control-
lable productivity from the educational institutions. They point out that these 
opposing demands produce a paradox between the political demands of society 
and the qualitative demands of a learning paradigm, such as networked learning 
that asks for “self initiated lifelong learners”. 

 This leads us to ask: what is the impact on  achievement  of competitive, indi-
vidualistic and cooperative learning? There is evidence to suggest that in  cooperative/
collaborative learning , mastery and retention of material is higher; the quality of 
reasoning strategies is greater: focusing strategies are used more often in coop-
erative/collaborative learning; higher level reasoning is greater, and problems 
are solved faster. Process gains, such as the production of new ideas, are greater, 
and transference of learning from group to individual, is high (Johnson and 
Johnson  1990,   2003  ) . 

 From this, two important questions arise in relation to networked learning: 

 What social engagements and processes provide the “proper” context for learning? 
 What forms of co-participation might be required when engaging learners in these 

forms of learning? 

 These value-laden questions have led to the design of networked learning as 
community. The value of “community” in networked learning contexts has been 
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critically examined by many practitioners and researchers (for example, see Banks 
et al.  2008 ; Goodfellow  2008 ; Hodgson and Reynolds  2005 ; Koole  2010 ; McConnell 
 2006 ; Jones et al.  2006 ). 

 Conceptually, the “learning community”, with a focus on learning together, 
sharing and developing relationships, is highly valued by many networked learning 
practitioners. (e.g. see Raffaghelli and Richieri in this book; Hodgson and Reynolds 
 2005 ; McConnell  2006  ) . Other conceptual frameworks are however also valued, 
such as communities of practice (Wenger 1998), where the focus is on developing 
professional practice, as discussed by Smith in her chapter; communities of inquiry 
where members focus on inquiring about issues of common interest (e.g. see Suthers 
and Chu, in this book); and knowledge communities, which focus on developing 
knowledge (e.g. see Alevizou, Galley and Conole’s chapter). 

 The diversity of conceptual frameworks suggests that when we design networked 
learning as community, we should be careful to defi ne what we mean by “commu-
nity”, and then provide a pedagogic design that supports that defi nition and 
embodies the values therein (McConnell  2006  ) . 

 The learning community attends to issues of climate, aspirations, resources, 
planning, action and evaluation. For some, the value of the democratic processes 
that this suggests is the driving force. There are certain expectations associated with 
this view of community. The central place of “difference” within the community is 
highly valued. The chapter in this book by Raffaghelli and Richieri indicates the 
complexity of working with difference in an intercultural setting. The authors show 
that networked learning pedagogy accepts differences, and that the  quality  of peo-
ples’ relations is an important characteristic in an online community. They place a 
high value on students learning how to belong to a learning community, and how to 
discover and practice how to take part in a learning community. The networked 
learner and teacher productively use and work with difference. They are, however, 
aware of the need not to uncritically believe that there is intrinsic good in the 
networked learning community, especially within communities made up of interna-
tional members, where there are perhaps additional concerns over “difference” and 
the complexity that arises from that. 

 There is a tangible shift during the history of a learning community from seeing 
itself as a group of individual learners, to the members seeing themselves as people 
learning in a social environment where collaboration and cooperation is expected 
and rewarded. The learners come to own the value of seeing learning as “community”, 
and we believe that this value can be transferred into the wider socio-political lives 
of the learners. 

 For many, the cornerstones of online communities lies in shared values associated 
with the development of privacy, authenticity and personal development (and, 
therefore implicitly, trust). These cornerstones of the networked learning community 
are highlighted in the chapter by Ross when she discusses new literacies for media 
practices. Ross argues that the new digital tools are “neither innocent nor culturally 
neutral” and require careful management by teachers and students alike so as to 
ensure the values of privacy, authenticity and trust are central to the learning process. 
A greater critical awareness of the processes of online refl ective writing, and 
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engagement with an understanding of the tensions produced in these processes is 
required. Networked learning teachers should have an ethical approach to the 
encouragement of students’ engagement in these community environments. 

 In designing networked learning courses based on groups and communities, the 
incorporation of these characteristics into the teaching and learning processes is 
key. The paradox of the opposing demands of the political–ethical discourse and the 
economic–pragmatic discourse discussed by Levinsen and Nielsen, mentioned 
above, is highly relevant. They indicate that educating students for the network 
society means “to educate them for an unpredictable future, to support their under-
standing of the emerging learning paradigm and to scaffold their process of becom-
ing self-initiated and critical lifelong learners ......The paradox exposes itself at this 
level as students who demand instructional teaching where we stress constructivist 
and social constructivist approaches”. An important question to answer is: how do 
we design networked learning so that it supports those values and beliefs of learning 
in community that we hold to be so central to the practice of networked learning?  

   Refl exivity and Investment of Self 
in the Networked Learning Processes 

 In the context of networked learning, it has been suggested that collaborative assess-
ment is central to changes required in making learning less instrumental and more 
participative :  “….assessment is arguably the most important aspect of an educa-
tional programme in which to introduce collaborative principles. It is this interven-
tion that develops the design from the instrumental to a more fundamentally 
participative approach” (Reynolds et al.  2002  ) . 

 Many networked learning practitioners believe that if we ask students to value 
collaboration and cooperation, and produce collaborative and cooperative products 
and outcomes, we should design assessment processes so that they support and 
reward this. Many of the authors contributing chapters to this book practice a form 
of networked learning that requires learners to make judgments about their own 
learning, and that of others. Most often, learners are asked to participate in assessing 
in some way their own contribution to the collaborative and cooperative process, 
and also to assessing the contributions made by their group and community mem-
bers. For example, this form of assessment is implicit in the learning designs 
described in the chapters by Nielsen and Danielsen, and Levinsen and Nielsen. The 
value of an inclusive and participatory assessment process is central to their 
practice. 

 In conventional higher education most assessment processes are closed and 
involve only the student and the tutor. In networked learning, it is considered impor-
tant that the collaborative assessment process is underpinned by the value of open-
ness, so as to mirror the openness in the learning process itself. The value of learning 
relationships is central, and they have to be developed and maintained, and trust 
developed, for it to be successful. 
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 Networked collaborative assessment places a high value on the development of 
skill in judging one’s own learning, and that of others. This is a skill that can be 
transferred to other lifelong learning situations and social contexts. We think that 
the value of equipping learners with such skills should be a key aspect of the 
so-called learning society.  

   The Role Technology Plays in Connecting and Mediating 

 With ICT support, networked learning has developed from being an isolated and 
uncoordinated endeavour of individual technology interested teachers and students 
to become an institutional commitment. If there is no institutional and managerial 
commitment, the network for learning is not likely to have many nodes or stretch 
across an institution. With few nodes, it is also not likely to foster the kind of 
connections and interactions needed for networked learning to take place. If the 
network stretches beyond the class of the individual teacher it is, however, also 
evident that the network of learners becomes quite complex. Actors (teachers, 
students, managers, others) have to develop their contributions and make sure that 
they fi t into the network of other actors and resources. The chapters by Arnold et al. and 
Nyvang and Bygholm address the complexities involved in the development 
and adoption of networked learning infrastructure and tools. Nyvang and Bygholm are 
especially interested in the meso-level conditions under which institutional actors 
decide upon ICT strategies for networked learning purposes and to understand how 
to deal with the different rationales, priorities and values, which the different actors 
promote. In their case study based on an activity theory framework (Engeström 
 1987,   2009 ; Kuutti  1996  ) , they focus on the following actors: the management, the 
support-organisation, and the teachers and students identifying different overall 
goals, values and attitudes towards the technology and its use. For networked learn-
ing practices to develop and become main stream, it is important to deepen the 
insights into these different goals and values as well as to develop strategies on how 
to cope with these differences within organisations.   

   What New Possibilities and Challenges 
Is Web 2.0 Bringing to Networked Learning 

 As Ryberg, Buus and Georgsen write in their chapter, the popularisation of Web 2.0 
practices and technologies have revitalised the educational terms, such as collabora-
tion, sharing, dialogue, participation, student-centred learning and the need to 
position students as producers, rather than consumers of knowledge. However, it is 
important to acknowledge that these are pedagogical ideals, which have been well 
established in the educational research and practitioners’ community long before 
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the Internet and prominent within research areas, such as networked learning, CSCL 
and CMC-research, well before the emergence of Web 2.0 (Jones and Dirckinck-
Holmfeld  2009  ) . In that sense this is not a new position; however, what may be new 
is that this participatory view through the wide adaptation of services, such as 
Facebook, Flickr and YouTube, are now becoming mainstream. These social net-
works have different organising principle when compared to the previous learning 
management systems (LMS) or virtual learning environments (VLE).    While the 
previous LMS and VLE-systems were a kind of controlled learning environments 
by the institution, the Web 2.0 systems are organised around the user as a node in 
the network. These different organising principles offer new potentials, which also 
have to be considered within networked learning. 

 These technological developments have given rise to a number of different con-
ceptual frameworks. On the one hand, we have networked learning, which sees new 
potential for mainstreaming of networked technologies, which can be made use of 
in order to strengthen collaborative, critical refl exive learning; and on the other 
hand, we see a revival of more individualistic positions, such as personal learning 
environments (PLE) and cognitive science positions, such as “connectivism”. 

 Our point on Web 2.0 is a relational and transformative one, which is equally 
shaped by the underlying theoretical educational perspective and values with which 
we approach the pedagogical and socio-technical design of learning – and in 
particular how we view and design for the relational interdependencies and 
connections between learners in their mutual meaning constructions. We would call 
to re-pedagogize the networked learning environment taking into account the new 
practices, which is afforded by the socio-technical design of Web 2.0. The 
emergence of more dispersed networked technologies and “connective” patterns of 
interaction as well as active technologies that replicate aspects of human agency (cf. 
also Arnold et al., Jones, Ryberg et al.; Smith, and Thompson’s chapters in this 
book) hold interesting opportunities for expanding existing designs for networked 
learning, for example networked problem- and project-oriented pedagogy and 
inquiry action learning based pedagogy to mention just two possibilities. 

 Following from this, networked learning environments can be designed and 
shaped in different ways depending on the underlying values and views of human 
cognition, learning, formation, the technology and pedagogy. At one extreme, they 
can be designed as constellations of technologies, where the individuals are free to 
form and control their learning processes by connecting to others for inspiration 
and resources and used across various levels of aggregation in the group, the net-
work and the collective. While at the other extreme, networked learning environ-
ments can be designed as platforms for greater levels of mutual engagement and 
dedication, critical refl ection, emancipatory formation and empowerments. The 
Network Learning community and the International Network Learning Conference 
are exploring the second line of development. 
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   The Networked Generation and Digital Literacy 

 Several chapters in this book (Jones, Czerniewiez and Brown) critically examine the 
idea that has become common during the past 10 years, that young people have 
undergone a generational change in which their exposure to digital and networked 
technologies, the bits and bytes of the twenty-fi rst Century, have caused a step 
change in the characteristics of a whole generation. 

 The argument, which among others has been brought forward by Prensky  (  2001, 
  2010  )  is based on a kind of technological determinism, that it is the technology in 
itself that has changed a whole generation of students’ social character, and also the 
way they approach learning, having been exposed to and growing up with a range 
of digital and networked technologies. Alternative accounts understand young peo-
ple as active agents in the process of engagement with technology, and also see them 
as brokers for new practices. Jones gives a strong and evidence-based account based 
on literature reviews and also his own empirical research against such determinism. 
Instead of championing a generational view he proposes to further develop the 
active agency perspective; while doing so, however, this needs to take account of 
and recognise that people necessarily enact roles within the relational constraints 
and affordances of the collective organisation. 

 Rather than showing a net generation of digital native students, who are naturally 
profi cient with technology due to their exposure to the technology rich environment, 
the empirical evidence brought forward by Jones shows that students’ experiences 
with technologies vary. Not all students are equally competent with technologies, 
and their patterns of use vary considerably when moved beyond basic and familiar 
technologies. There are variations among students within the Net generation age 
band, and students’ selection of tools are related to other characteristics, including 
age, gender, socio-economic background, academic discipline and year of study. 
Both in the early work of Goodyear et al.  (  2005  )  and in the later work by Jones 
(Jones and Healing  2010  ) , it seems to be the thoroughness with which new 
technologies are integrated into the design of a networked learning course that 
appears to be the signifi cant factor in explaining differences in students’ feelings 
and experiences about their learning and course. There is no evidence of a genera-
tional divide; rather it seems it is the well-integrated course of networked technolo-
gies, content and pedagogy that appears to be the key factor. 

 What is more there is much evidence to suggest the so-called net generation, as 
well as the academic who teach them, still require and are likely to require support 
in developing the new literacies required for working in a digital and information 
rich economy. As explained by a number of authors in this book this means online 
social literacy as well as digital and information literacy (Alevizou, Galley and 
Conole, Boon and Sinclair, Nielsen and Danielsen and Ross).  
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   A Relational View on Agency 

 Agency, in contrast to structuralist approaches, is concerned with the shaping of 
processes by the intentions and actions of humans. Agency is emergent and cannot 
be reduced to structure nor vice versa. It is the individual who holds the power to be 
active and refl exive – in that sense agency is a fundamentally human characteristic. 
However, as also argued in the chapters by Jones and Czerniewicz and Brown, 
agency takes place in socio-cultural-mediated settings and on various levels of scale. 
Within networked learning the socio-technical learning infrastructure, the pedagog-
ical principles and the organisational culture are some of the important factors 
mediating the agency of the learners as demonstrated in the chapters by Thompson, 
Creanor and Walker and Suthers and Chu.  

   Changing Cultural Capital 

 Even if we can not talk about generational characteristics of the networked learner, 
Czerniewicz and Brown show in their case study “investigating students access to 
and use of ICTs and mobile technologies in South Africa” that the capacity to use 
ICT as a kind of objectifi ed cultural capital (Bordieu  1990  )  can provide students 
with new skills and competencies and strategies for learning, which becomes an 
integrated part of their agency and in that way reconfi gures their identity to better cope 
with the learning culture. Their case study targets students from both a privileged 
and an under privileged socio-economic background. Both groups of students, how-
ever, benefit from the mastering of ICT. It would appear even for students 
coming from disadvantaged social backgrounds the opportunities afforded by ICT 
and mobile technology (here, the cell phone) fast track the appropriation of embodied 
cultural capital. The radical claim to Bordieus’ theory on habitus and to the theory 
on agency is therefore, that the structures of habitus are not “set”, but evolve. The 
appropriation of ICT and mobile technology for learning can change the structures 
of the cultural habitus of the learners. 

 These fi ndings are relevant to understand how access to ICT may circumvent 
the constraints for some social groups of students imposed by social structures. 
Czerniewicz and Brown in their chapter focus on students from South Africa, 
however, an obvious conclusion would be that their fi ndings can be generalised to 
other contexts and economies.  

   A Relational Model of Networked Learning 

 There is now a mounting empirical base on which we can begin to develop theories 
to adequately account for the changes that we can clearly see from research across 
the world on the so-called net generation. The availability of cheap computing, 
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broadband and mobile networks and a range of web-based services is changing the 
way both students study and the way the universities they attend conduct their work. 
The chapters in this book have provided new insights building on a relational 
perspective between agency and structure. The book provides a theoretically and 
empirically informed body of research that takes us beyond simple dichotomies 
between structure and agency, technology and learners, the chapters exploring 
various aspects of how groups of learners – students and teachers – enact the use of 
ICT in the service of networked learning. 

 The relational model, which can be developed in relation to networked learning, 
based on the chapters in this book, integrates a number of dimensions:

   A pedagogical approach (values, principles, emancipatory perspectives).  • 
  Organisation at different scales and levels (group, institution, the collective).  • 
  The learner and the teacher (their individual choices).    • 

 The exposure to new technology, which is enacted and acted on differently by the 
different agents (learner, teacher, educational organisation) in becoming objectifi ed 
and embodied cultural capital for the learner.   

   Concluding Comments 

 In this chapter, we have attempted to review where the theory, practice and peda-
gogy of networked learning are today, and where it is heading. We have explored 
four central questions concerning theory, practice and pedagogy, the values that 
underpin networked learning, the challenges facing networked learning in main-
stream higher education, and the new possibilities and challenges to networked 
learning that Web 2.0 brings. We have shown how the papers presented at the 
Networked Learning Conference in 2010 critically address these questions, and 
how practitioners and researchers are vigorously engaged in actively bringing about 
change that is relevant to present-day higher education concerns, and presenting 
ways forward for a critical realisation of the theory, practice and pedagogy of 
networked learning. 

 Harasim et al.  (  1995  )  wrote over 15 years ago that “the paradigm for educa-
tion in the twenty-fi rst century that is emerging is networked learning”. A view 
that we fully support and endorse. It remains unclear however whether the prom-
ise and potential of networked learning as described by ourselves in the fi rst 
chapter and by Harasim et al.  (  1995  )  has yet been achieved. This is despite the 
changes and advances in technology software and infrastructure that could be 
assumed to make it more rather than less likely to have become the pedagogy 
of choice in a globalised and international world and economy. The chapters in 
this book go some way to help us to understand better some of the issues, 
constraints and diffi culties that have until now prevented this being the case. 
They also help to reiterate the real possibilities and importance that networked 
learning can contribute. 
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 We believe that in a global economy that is based on information and social 
networks a transformation of mainstream higher education is needed. Our view is 
the theory, practice and pedagogy of networked learning can contribute to this 
transformation.      
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