
Chapter 8
Networked Practice Inquiry: A Small
Window on the Students’ Viewpoint

Maria Cutajar

8.1 Introduction

Technologies are a facet moreover an integral aspect of our work and life practices.
In less than two decades, we shifted from being a knowledge-based society (Castells,
2001; Välimaa & Hoffman, 2008) to a digital services-oriented world (Dahlbom,
2002; Qiu, 2007) and fast moving to a pervasively postdigital existence. Postdigital
existence is understood as human and digital technologies in a generative dance
wherein and whereby relationships are increasingly discernible as “blurred and
messy” (Jandrić et al., 2018, p. 896). Fast and unrelenting techno-social develop-
ments and increasingly immersive surroundings accentuate the need for the pursuit
of a postdigital perspective in learning design and educational practices (Fawns,
2018) encouraging the development of personal and collective skills and compe-
tences “for work, citizenship and self-actualisation” (Dede, 2009, p. 1). This is
especially true in higher education (HE) which needs to be ongoingly mindful and
responding to wider community and societal needs and developments yet guarding
education as a transformational experience (Ashwin, 2020) and a public good
(Mayo, 2019; Williamson, 2020). As with other educational sectors, HE exists as
part, and because, of an encompassing ecology where the technological, economic
and political fabrics are interwoven with the cultural, social and psychological (and
in some cases the physiological). Operating at the top end of the education system
hierarchy, HE is a key player serving learning and development of people, commu-
nities, and society at large (Siemens et al., 2015). Against this backdrop, a networked
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learning approach incorporating inquiry-based teaching methods was devised to take
forward a teaching assignment in an encompassing traditional HE context.

8.1.1 Networked Learning and Inquiry-Based Learning

Networked learning (Beaty et al., 2002; McConnell et al., 2012) and inquiry-based
learning (Boyer Commission, 1998; Kahn & O’Rourke, 2004; Spronken-Smith,
2012) are both signalled as pedagogical approaches which potentially support and
encourage the development of skills and qualities expected of a HE learning
experience (Goodyear, 2001). For 20 years or so since its first conceptualisation,
networked learning was defined as the use of information and communication
technologies for learning promoted by connectedness among learners, learners and
tutors, and the learning community and its resources (McConnell et al., 2012).
Recently, the Networked Learning Editorial Collective proposed a redefinition of
the term extending the earlier understanding to account for socio-technological
developments including the heightened discernment of the situationality of experi-
ence, and what have long been identified as characterisations of this learning
approach. This redefinition describes networked learning as:

processes of collaborative, co-operative and collective inquiry, knowledge-creation and
knowledgeable action, underpinned by trusting relationships, motivated by a sense of shared
challenge and enabled by convivial technologies. Networked learning promotes connec-
tions: between people, between sites of learning and action, between ideas, resources and
solutions, across time, space and media (Networked Learning Editorial Collective (NLEC),
2020).

Networked learning distinctively attends to connectedness mediated by digital
technologies for the creation of learning networks (Goodyear & Carvalho, 2014b).
Connectedness is set forth going beyond mere technological connectivity to digital
resources and human others for learning. Networked learning is characterised by
relational dialogue which alludes to active engagement with others for the construc-
tion and development of knowledge, the sensitisation to different world views and
the recognition of one’s viewpoint (Beaty et al., 2002). Ryberg et al. (2012) note that
networked learning upholds democratic values, diversity, inclusion and e-quality.
Beaty et al. (2002, p. 589) explain that the “e-quality” characterisation refers to
critical reflexivity appraising relational dialogue. They explain that critical reflexiv-
ity comes in to examine the knowledge being generated, and identities created. They
insist that this orientation inspires students to take responsibility of both their
learning and the learning of others within the learning network. This clarification
evokes the cruciality of trustful relationships for collaborative, co-operative and
collective inquiry, knowledge-creation and knowledgeable action networked learn-
ing stands for.

Inquiry-based learning, interchangeably enquiry-based learning, is another strat-
egy promoted for HE teaching and learning. Kahn and O’Rourke (2004) state that
this is a generic term referring to different learning approaches proposing learning
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through a process of inquiry. Aditomo et al. (2013) affirm that inquiry-based
learning may take the form of problem-based learning, project-based learning, and
case-based learning. Generally, inquiry-based learning is claimed to bring together
learning and researching of real-world settings and situations (Boyer Commission,
1998; Brew, 2010; Healey, 2005) encouraging students’ learning engagement and
development (Oliver, 2008; Spronken-Smith, 2012). Aditomo et al. (2013) suc-
cinctly summarised the potential of inquiry-based learning methods as including
the development of metacognitive skills (including knowledge metacognition and
self-direction), inquiry and research capabilities (including an explorative attitude,
critical and reflective thinking skills and epistemic fluency), and skills to communi-
cate and collaborate with others for learning. The recent networked learning redef-
inition sets forth inquiry-based learning as a facet of networked learning methods.
Notwithstanding this assimilation, for the purposes of this explorative research, the
coupling of networked learning and inquiry-based learning approaches in learning
implementation is distinctively referred to as ‘networked practice inquiry’. This
stems from the felt need to hold on to inquiry-based learning processes instantiated
as individual learners’ pursuits mutually supported as distinct from the notion of
collective inquiry pursuit as tendered by the networked learning redefinition.

The intention of a networked practice inquiry venture was to lead students away
from traditional face-to-face lecturing methods by encouraging networked learning
activeness. The aim was to motivate students to adopt exploratory attitudes for
constructing and developing disciplinary knowledge. A networked practice inquiry
strategy was hypothesised to concurrently support the development of skills and
competences expected of a higher education experience as affirmed in the networked
learning and inquiry-based learning literature. Generally, a networked practice
inquiry learning configuration was envisaged as potentially expedient inspiring
students to engage for learning and wider work and life practice development.

8.2 Research Contextualisation

The research was conducted in a Maltese university context before the covid-19
pandemic crisis. Within this context, blended and online teaching framed by social
learning perspectives (such as the case of the concerned networked practice inquiry
implementation) are few and rare. This research initiative was an attempt by the
author to address this research gap. It also turned out to be an early small-scale
response implementing a new institutional vision which declares special attention to
the student experience, the involvement of students in the review of formal HE
teaching and learning, and the improvement of teaching and learning at the institu-
tion stimulated by blended and online learning policy initiatives (University of Malta
Strategic Plan 2020–2025: Serving students, scholarship and society, sustainably, n.
d.). Furthermore, it transpired to be an initial response to the mounting concerns for
students’ learning mediated by digital technologies prompted by the covid-19
pandemic and the mass scramble of all HE teaching to the online space.
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8.3 Contextualising Literature

The concerned research investigating the student viewpoint of an implemented
networked practice inquiry is located well within the networked learning field of
study. This section briefly considers previous literature on the student experience of
networked learning so setting forth the backdrop of the present research initiative.

Within the networked learning field, there is a burgeoning body of literature on
the student experience. Earlier studies highlighted divergent students’ access, use
and acceptance of networked technologies for learning (Corrin et al., 2010;
Goodyear et al., 2005) and variance in the degree to which students buy into the
invitation to networked learning (Goodyear et al., 2005; Ramanau et al., 2008). They
exposed challenging issues which mitigate students’ networked learning engage-
ment. Especially with reference to participation in online discursive activities,
researchers showed up students grappling with unfamiliar online discussion methods
for learning (Bell et al., 2010), students struggling to adapt being collaborators for
knowledge construction (De Laat & Lally, 2004), the oppression to comply
(Ferreday & Hodgson, 2008) and marginalisation in being, seeing or choosing
differently (Reynolds & Trehan, 2003). Research studies underscore that not all
students can be assumed to have the same access to digital technologies
(Czerniewicz & Brown, 2010), can be assumed to be skilled users of learning
technologies (Hargittai, 2010) and are competent as learners in technology mediated
environments (Kennedy et al., 2008; Kirkwood & Price, 2005). Besides, students
may be appropriating networked technologies differently for their learning and
living lives (Kennedy et al., 2008; Ramanau et al., 2010). Above all, not all students
show the same enthusiasm using prescribed learning technologies and the institu-
tional online learning spaces connecting to others for learning (Creanor et al., 2006).
Students act and react differently depending on what they understand of the learning
situation and the surrounding context (Cutajar, 2017). Problems related to an
ingrained knowledge acquisition culture (Finegold & Cooke, 2006), personal iden-
tity (Mann, 2010) in active engagement for knowledge construction and knowledge
building (Krüger, 2006), and interpersonal relationships in cooperative and collab-
orative activities for learning and development (Ryberg & Larsen, 2008) may
exacerbate students’ willingness to connect with peers and tutors for learning.
Although some of the unearthed studies go back decades, the divergent picture
they portray remains convincingly true.

Recent studies continue to flag the need for critical digital diligence regarding the
learning context as understood by the students (Henderson et al., 2015; Nicolajsen &
Thomas, 2014). Recent studies illustrate increasing students’ entanglements with
digital technologies for completing learning tasks (Gourlay & Oliver, 2016) and
their ‘nomadic’ collaborative learning practices (Ryberg et al., 2018a) as they
strategically shift their learning efforts across spaces, places, technologies and
activities over time (Ryberg et al., 2018b). Students are found relocating learning
activity from the intended formal learning environment to familiar social media
platforms (Caviglia et al., 2018; Thomsen et al., 2016). Research brings to the fore
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students’ agency in learning and the forces empowering and disempowering them.
Much is attributed to the students’ capacity to cope with the cognitive load
networked learning methods create (Kerwald & Bentley, 2020), students’ capabili-
ties configuring digital learning habitats and resisting power hierarchies in learning
(Whitworth & Webster, 2020), and students’ discernment of roles and responsibil-
ities in learning (Cutajar, 2018). Studies on the student experience continue to show
up a persisting picture of variation. A research study specifically targeting variation
led to three critical dimensions structuring students’ networked learning experiences:
‘technology proficiency’ denoting relations to digital technologies for learning,
‘learning proficiency’ denoting epistemic agency in learning, and ‘social profi-
ciency’ denoting relations with others for learning (Cutajar, 2014). This variation
framework generated from research contextualised in the same Maltese university
complex of the present study, was devised as a means for making sense of the
complex picture of the students’ experiences of formal networked learning. It was an
alternative contemplated for framing the research at hand. This research is a new
addition to the meagre corpus of research work from the Maltese context on the
student perspective. Arising from a southern European context, this exploration also
adds to the bigger picture of the student experience of networked learning predom-
inantly drawn by research coming from northern European countries. In its capacity
as a small-scale research initiative, the present exploration opens a small window on
postgraduate students’ viewpoint of a networked learning implementation distinc-
tively incorporating inquiry into personal life and work practices.

The networked practice inquiry implementation on “The digital dimension
of community action and development” was part of an encompassing Master level
study programme. The 12 enrolled course participants were professionals working
in community social enterprise, the education sector or in some other public/private
community work organisation. At the time of the course, all except one student were
in full-time employment.

8.3.1 The Networked Practice Inquiry Implementation

A core learning task required students to critically explore some aspect of their work
or life practice relating to community action and development with the aim of
improving it. This self-selected inquiry project proceeded as an individual explora-
tion. Apart from the opportunities to obtain peer and tutor feedback during work-in-
progress presentation sessions, student pairs had to exchange written peer reviews
shared online. Other learning tasks prompted students to collaborate with peers for
learning and inquiry project development. Themed discussions spreading across the
physical and virtual space and supported by guided readings intended to feed into
students’ inquiry-based learning projects along with knowledge development. On
one occasion, students had to work in small groups reviewing case studies of online
community projects reported in the literature. Students were also encouraged to
connect with peers and tutor using a small selection of digital media platforms to

8 Networked Practice Inquiry: A Small Window on the Students’ Viewpoint 141



help appraise them as a means for community action and development. At the time
there arose the opportunity of a guest speaker introducing students to smart city
learning (Lister, 2020) and an implemented culture trail which students were invited
to experience first-hand. This technology-focused exploratory strand was intended
as a easygoing conversation among peers. The digital dimension of the course was
intended as a seamless course component, and in a small way it invited formal
learning activity to spill over in open spaces such as an invitation to connect using
Twitter and the smart city culture trail. The assessment was equally distributed on the
final written report of the self-directed inquiry project and participation in peer
learning activities. Participation varied, but all students successfully completed the
course.

Past the course run, this research initiative was an attempt to involve students
more intimately deriving a description of this networked practice inquiry implemen-
tation from their viewpoint for informing future development. As aforementioned,
the conceptual model framing students’ networked learning experience by three
critical dimensions of variation was contemplated for structuring the current
research. However, with further deliberation it was decided to adopt the activity
centred analysis and design (ACAD) framework (Goodyear & Carvalho, 2014a)
because of its focus more squarely set on learning design and analysis. Besides, as
much as a conceptual frame generated from within the same research context may
help direct attention to areas of recognised significance, it may also obscure what lies
beyond its bounds. The next subsection outlining the research methods shaping this
research initiative includes a brief outline of the adopted ACAD framework.

8.3.2 Research Methods

For this exploration of students’ viewpoint of the networked practice inquiry course
experience, an interpretative approach (Hennink, Hutter, & Bailey, 2011) was
assumed. Semi-structured interviews with consenting participants were held
3 months after the end of the course in Spring 2018. The emailed call for research
participants attracted 2 of the 12 (17%) students who completed the course. Attempts
to recruit more participants using a snowballing strategy failed. The interpretative
approach to understand students’ lived course experiences sidestepped the problem
of the small research sample because each data transcript incorporates multiple
instances of perceptions and experiences (Norman Denzin as expert voice in
Baker, Edwards, and Doidge (2012)). A small research sample yields a description
which is more partial than could have been obtained from a larger data set. Gener-
ally, this exploratory research initiative represents a preliminary quest into the
Maltese postgraduate student viewpoint of a networked practice inquiry approach
to learning but, nevertheless noteworthy.

Interviewed participants were encouraged to describe episodes of their learning
enterprise. They were prompted to reflect on how they approached learning tasks,
what they saw themselves gaining from these learning experiences, what they found
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helpful and beneficial or otherwise, and what they thought would have supported
them better for their learning and development. The audio-recorded interviews were
transcribed verbatim and emailed to the research participants for approval before the
data analysis process.

Data analysis consisted of two main stages. The first stage was comprised of three
iterations through the data. Through the first iteration, each transcript was read and
annotated with neutral codes. In a second round through the individual transcripts,
potential themes and subthemes were identified and illustrative data excerpts
marked. In the subsequent iteration of this first level of data analysis, the set of
themes and subthemes from across different transcripts were brought together along
with corresponding quotations into a single data tabulation. A coding system was
used to keep track of extracted quotations. In this chapter pseudonyms are used to
help convey the intimate nature of this work drawing on the accounts of the two
participating students.

The ACAD framework (Goodyear & Carvalho 2014a) was brought in during the
second stage of data analysis for structuring the descriptive interpretation. As
mentioned above, it was chosen because of its focus on learning design and analysis.
It proposes analysis of learning design to be considered from three main perspectives
bearing upon emergent activity for learning: the set design perspective
foregrounding situated spaces, tools, texts and artefacts; the epistemic design per-
spective setting the spotlight on learning tasks including structuring, organisation
and their knowledge building configuration elements; and the social design perspec-
tive calling to attention situated course participant interactions for learning. This
framework emphasises the design for learning and learning as arising from emergent
activity in situated (teaching and) learning practice. As Goodyear and Carvalho
(2014a) point out, by the ACAD framework “We focus on what it is that the people
are actually doing, and the tools and resources and social interactions that become
bound up in their activity” (p. 58, italics in original text). What follows is the
resultant description of students’ viewpoints of networked practice inquiry set
forth in consideration of the lived experience of the set design, epistemic design,
and social design.

8.3.3 Findings

The course implementing a networked practice inquiry approach for exploring the
digital dimension of community action and development was portrayed as follows.

8.3.3.1 Lived Experience of Set Design: Learning Spaces, Digital
Technologies, Learning Materials

The lecture room is more of a place for sharing thoughts, discussing and debating
with others (Sarah, Fleur). It is no longer a place where you silently listen to the
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lecturer and you cannot speak (Sarah). Students here can express their thoughts and
listen to what others have to say (Sarah, Fleur). Sarah also reflected that the
traditional lecture room arrangement does not work:

those were not lectures where you listen and cannot speak . . . But the thing was more
interactive (Sarah, p. 5)

We discussed a lot. Only I would have arranged the class better into a circle—I believe in
these structures more than the classroom-based so that we can concurrently see the person
who is talking. And as a group I believe that we are not shy to talk. We are not against
sharing, we share, and we fight in inverted commas. Only that I would have it changed to a
round circle-based so to better facilitate the person who is talking. (Fleur, p. 8)

The criticism of the meeting room set-up might have been triggered by the bother of
reorganising the row-by-row lecture room arrangement at the start of each meeting.
As discovered by Jamieson et al. (2000), this attention to the learning space may
have been equally evoked by digital learning experience.

The institutional Moodle-based course portal is not so convenient for being
accessed using mobile devices. Part-time students who are trying to keep up with
their studies often take the study-work to bed (Sarah, Fleur) and are using mobile
devices. Fleur repeatedly stressed the importance of learning design mindful of
students’ extensive use of mobile devices to access resources and materials:

Because do not forget, [raising the smart phone] this is what we most frequently use . . . I
mean we need to adapt our Internet reach through the mobile . . . Nowadays this has become
kind of my computer because if I have an email I answer it from here . . . Because you are not
going to take the laptop to bed. But this sits next to your bed (Fleur, p. 1/2).

From what the two participants disclosed of their use of digital technologies, there
did not emerge any symbolic meaning-making of devices as Bober and Hynes’s
(2018) research revealed. These students were simply using the devices they had
available as they saw best serving them. From what the participants recounted of the
course run, the institutional virtual learning environment (VLE) was not proving
supportive to smoothly get on with their study-work using mobile devices. Sarah
talked about a feeling of “frustration” when her tablet stalled while trying to post her
reply to a forum discussion thread. Such findings sound even more significant and
alarming these past months of covid-19 pandemic. With most teaching shifted
online, problems related to mobile access have come more to the fore along with
the many other facets of the digital divide (Grant & Eynon, 2017) which social
justice advocates within the networked learning field (Czerniewicz & Brown, 2010)
have long been sounding.

Fleur also pointed out that behind the scenes students were downloading the
course resources and sharing them within a secret Facebook group away from the
institutional course-site which is more tedious to navigate. The secret Facebook
group was claimed by participants as a lifeline for students to support each other not
only through the course but the entire study programme. Fleur avowed that peers
who did not make the effort to keep connected and active in this invisible online
space were losing out:

144 M. Cutajar



The digital dimensions are an integral part of our lives nowadays. Without them, it is
difficult. In fact, we experience it even as a Masters group. We feel that who does not use
Facebook so much falls behind from the group. I mean, we have a small community as a
Masters group on Facebook. Those who do not log in. (Fleur, p. 7)

Thomsen et al. (2016) also report on students taking their peer interactions to a
Facebook group away from the institutional VLE. In this study there is exposed the
motivation of mutual support. Besides, the students of this study did not totally
abandon the formal virtual learning space possibly because of the grading tied to
online participation as will be highlighted in the next subsection on the lived
experience of epistemic design.

During the interview, Fleur talked about the smart city cultural trail activity.
Spontaneously she shared a lot of detail on a similar digital application in her
community:

that of the city trail route. In fact here [at work] we did something similar . . . it started before
the Digital Dimension [course]; it was being cooked up so to speak. Now we have completed
it. But still it is interesting because she [guest speaker] used a different method. She used the
telephone box, certain something in particular. It was different but the same concept (Fleur,
p. 10)

There is a suggestion that students are enthused by digital innovation in study
courses especially when this resonates to what is happening in their wider work
and life practices. Thoughtfully, Fleur pointed out that, considering the fast-
changing nature of study content on “the digital dimension”, learning materials
need to be frequently updated.

The learning materials are claimed by both Sarah and Fleur to be a springboard
for the student to discover other resources, discern the enormity of the Internet, and
the risk of getting lost in the vast amount of information the Web gives us access to:

I read what you guided us to read. And, honestly, I did not always read everything. What
happens to you too is that you look up something. It leads you to something else. So then,
you get lost. You end up reading the other. So, I used to flow. I mean I try to read between
meetings. I read, I take notes, so that we then discuss them online basically (Sarah, p. 1).

We discovered other pages because the pages we were doing we never heard of them before
. . . I mean we discovered how vast the Internet is. By being an Internet user, it does not mean
you are seeing all the content there is because it is very vast (Fleur, p. 3).

Both Sarah and Fleur talked about the excitement on discovering that the case
studies they were reviewing actually featured live websites and hence a sense of
authenticity and currency. Sarah also talked about subsequent registration and
involvement in a community action she learnt about through the case-study activity.
She claimed that this served her for the community work she was doing. Sarah also
stressed the importance of learning resources such as those related to online security
and safety which helped to boost her confidence using digital technologies in an
informed way for professional work practices. On the themes of cyber security and
safety, Fleur recommended a field expert to accomplish greater impact as she had
personally experienced in a community event:
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I did it locally but others may have never experienced it . . . I think that of the cybercrime it
helps [to have field specialist guest speakers] because it is like you are hearing it from the
horse’s mouth so to speak. To listen to someone whose work is primarily on cybercrime. I
mean he relates field experience even if simply a presentation (Fleur, p. 12).

Another recommendation on the course set design was that of organising “weekend
workshops” (Sarah). This recommendation calls for more face-to-face human inter-
actions for learning. Considering the surrounding context and the prevailing face-to-
face learning experiences (before the covid-19 upheaval shifting most teaching
activity to the online space), it was natural that students attended more to the physical
spaces, resources and materials—the set design aspects they were used to; and what
proved useful for their learning in the past. Still, the emerging picture features
extensive use of digital devices, applications, and media integratively part of stu-
dents’ learning and wider life practices. Expressly for learning, students are proac-
tively creating places for epistemically engaging in invisible peer interactions,
supporting each other away from the more visible channels promoted by the formal
learning course set design.

8.3.3.2 Lived Experience of Epistemic Design: Tasks, Perceived Worth,
Mitigating Issues

Indisputably, the networked practice inquiry approach promoted learning tasks
which were different from what the students are used to:

because it was different than the other credits, the other study units
Researcher: What do you see different in it?
Because for us, the approach—when you go to the lecture you listen. And then you do

not have like homework. You listen. Then you spend time thinking about the assignment and
do some reading. But for me, the fact that I had to write, when it turns out to be something
that I had to explore, for me it was tough, you know. I was feeling like “Oh My” (Sarah,
p. 3).

For one, I was not understanding exactly what was happening when we saw “Digital
Dimensions”. I mean I came to the lecture, from day one, I had to discover what was
going to happen through all the sessions (Fleur, p. 1).

The second quotation above also suggests that the theme of the course on community
action and development may have added to students’ disorientation. The learning
tasks were different from what students are used to. Yet several times the participants
referred to the “guided readings”. It seems that in the context of the networked
practice inquiry course, this familiar epistemic engagement took on a new meaning
for the students. Listening to what peers have to say alongside the guided readings
served as a means for connecting theory to practice (Sarah). The face-to-face
meetings are claimed by participants to have served as a springboard to extend the
reading effort and the exploration of the study topic (Fleur).

The research participants both referred to the group task of summarising and
presenting case studies. Both participants referred to this small group activity as a
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prised learning event providing students a source of ideas for the inquiry-based
project task (Sarah, Fleur) and work practice development (Sarah).

Participants also agreed that the self-chosen inquiry task served to work on
something that goes beyond course assessment requirements. Fleur declared that
she spent a lot of time deciding on a project proposal because it potentially led to
something useful serving the community. The research participants gave a lot of
attention to this task. They both recognised the epistemic value of the task incorpo-
rating opportunities to expand their knowledge and to critically inquire wider life
practices beyond disciplinary knowledge. But the shifted attitude from customary
formal learning methods was repeatedly highlighted as overwhelming:

I think that as a course it was too demanding because you had to give an input every week.
Now we are mature students. At least this is the way I work: I go for the lectures. I take notes.
When the assignment comes, I start to think about it. Then I spend about a fortnight mentally
preparing for it; this and that and thinking about it during the lectures. Then I sit down and
write. With this you had to work from the start. So, full-time (work). You have to come to the
university. You have to go to work. At times you stay late at work. The university. Part-time.
It was difficult to contribute as much as I would have liked. Or perhaps, how much more I
could have gained (Sarah, p. 3)

The element of personalisation and the invitation to ownership of learning activity
appears to have motivated students to attend more carefully to what they were doing,
hence the claimed lack of time for what they wished to achieve.

The peer-reviewing exercise is claimed by Sarah as having served the dual
function of obtaining feedback to improve the project work and achieving a better
course grade. She also saw the peer reviewing activity serving professional practice
skills development:

For example, in the community we have a lot of consultation proposals. Those are peer
review that you read it and give your review. They are a review not a peer review. But you
give your review, your opinion. We need to practice them more (Sarah, p. 8).

Peer reviewing is also claimed to help acquire knowledge beyond one’s horizon and
an opportunity for considering scenarios you would not have otherwise delved into.
Peer review “gets you out of your own niche” (Sarah) and potentially serves to learn
how things work in different organisations and unfamiliar contexts:

Because at times it happens to us that we take the information which applies to us and that
other information—Look, especially in our world, we use things for our practice but what
interests us are the marks. And you are selective in what you listen to and adopt. So the peer
review of other’s work was an opportunity and a task and a responsibility to understand what
someone else is doing. It might be that I am not going to use it but I learnt just the same.
(Sarah, p. 7)

Sarah also declared that the opportunity of peer reviewing considering alternative
viewpoints led her to feel less frustrated and more empathic when liaising with
external stakeholders because you have a better understanding of what is happening
on the other side. This resonates to Hammond’s (2017) assertion that students’
endeavour to work together potentially helps “generate empathy across divided
groups and communities” (p. 1007).
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Grading tied to online participation repeatedly arose during the interviews. Sarah
argued that this is unnecessary stress for adults who know that participation (in the
online discussions) is a means for learning as well. In a sense Sarah’s comments hint
at the notion of surveillance and coercion to comply which are detrimental to the
teacher-student trust relationship we aim to nurture in networked learning:

but we are all adults. Now we should know that for learning we need to participate. But I
think the marking—obviously because you say to yourself “I want to get a high score
because then I do not know if I am going to do well in the project”. I think that affected
me. And perhaps it also led to more stress (Sarah, p. 2)

In the above quotation and the previous one, there is also a vague affirmation that
Sarah would not have bothered were it not for the grading. This might have derived
from the inexperience of learning through relational dialogue but may have also
stemmed from a perception that for successful formal learning, the effort involved
outweighs the benefit for learning. Just as likely, it might have been the pressure that
the participant experienced by the educational openness of peer learning.

Research participants recommended that the course module is scheduled in
parallel to other study-units which are not so demanding (Sarah) and widening the
temporal window permitting students more time for engaging in inquiry processes
(Fleur). But reported difficulties of time management and work overload may have
been due to the novelty of the networked practice inquiry experience as Sclater and
Bolander (2010) concluded from their study of students’ experiences of active
collaborative learning.

The emerging narrative shows that students closely attend to set learning tasks.
They value the guided readings they are used to. But in the context of the networked
practice inquiry, this customary task takes a deeper meaning. Students value the idea
of an inquiry-based learning task which potentially can be developed into something
useful. They are enthused by inquiry learning activities tied to their broader life and
work context. But they claim running short of time to engage as deeply as they
would have like to. And grading linked to participatory tasks added to the stress.
They recognise the learning benefits of the networked practice inquiry set-up
requiring them to engage in peer learning tasks moreover individual inquiry-based
learning activity. However, as described in the next section, peer learning raises
several concerns.

8.3.3.3 Lived Experience of Social Design: Others, Places

Students attach importance to the interactions with peers and the tutor. As evidenced
by some of the quotations in the previous sections, students value the divergent face-
to-face meetings as a place for people to congregate, express their thoughts on the
discussion topic and listen to the views and experiences of others (Sarah, Fleur).
They value these interactions so much that they recommend extending them by
weekend workshops and involving more guest speakers. The appreciation and
enthusiasm for face-to-face discursive activity contrasts to the emerging picture of
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students’ views of online discursive activity. The permanence of written text raises
concerns for students. Sarah confided that if you lack self-confidence, the whole
group online discussions are unnerving because you need to be certain about what
you are writing and not posting “xi ċuċata” [something silly]:

I was very self-conscious when writing in places where everyone can see it. I mean, I tend to
hold back from writing. And I start saying to myself; “But am I correct in saying this?”. It is
as if my self-esteem in this respect is a bit low. So, that of the [online] writing, and having to
writing things that make sense was a bit stressful. And how much are you going to write
online? For example, when we get into a debate I am not going to write something silly . . .
So a person like me, who struggles to make a step forward in writing online, I did not have
the time to think and be certain. So I used to choose not to write, or not write that part (Sarah,
p. 2).

The prospect of shared written comments in formal learning spaces is not something
students look forward to when they are struggling to gain an understanding. Besides,
for most students in the Maltese context, English is a second language. In a highly
competitive educational context where students are mostly working in isolation to
produce end of course module assignments, this reaction is understandable and
sobering. Fleur mused that perhaps, if the forums were on Facebook instead of the
institutional VLE platform, it would have been easier to participate in the
discussions:

Because I did not have enough time to post. And then I’m thinking, if it was on Facebook,
maybe some secret group, maybe I would have had the time. You tell me “Isn’t there the
same time?” But we use Facebook so much that you start seeing certain pages on which you
can write and comment and communicate with others. Perhaps the fact that I had to go to the
forums I saw it—it demanded more time to go in from the university webpage and the like
(Fleur, p. 1).

This comment not only exposes the accommodation of taking learning discussion to
the online places students frequent. It also hints at the relaxation of formality social
networking platforms such as Facebook inspire; where it is deemed acceptable for
people to express themselves in any way they like and can; however poor, illogical
and incoherent the articulation. This contrasts the expectations on the institutional
webpages. Of note as well, is Fleur’s explicit recommendation of a secret place
invisible from public scrutiny.

Participants’ comments suggest that the mixed age of the students is potentially
another source of pressure to perform in technology mediated places. Sarah
suggested that older students might feel pressured to show themselves digitally
literate as their younger counterparts. This corroborates Bayne et al.’s (2020) recent
affirmation that the myth of “digital natives and digital immigrants” (Prensky, 2001)
lingers on. In consideration of the varying ages of peers, Fleur remarked that younger
students may experience disappointment if their work is reviewed by a peer:

There may be people who do not like it. But if you genuinely give constructive feedback you
do not have to dislike it . . . maybe we are grown-ups, we have reached a certain age. But
maybe with the younger ones, they may be disappointed that a younger peer—But person-
ally, it did not upset me. On the contrary, it was helpful because those things which I failed to
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see, <Alpha> noted them, and we discussed them. I mean we should not be upset by peer-
reviewing (Fleur, p. 5)

These comments suggest that, in postgraduate HE courses (which are more likely to
bring together students of different age groups), there is need to carefully consider
inclusion and diversity issues. This becomes even more critical when learning is
advanced in connectedness to peers as much as connectedness to tutors and
resources. The latter comment also brings to mind that time and effort need to be
spent on learning the art of giving and receiving feedback (Jaques & Salmon, 2008).

The participants agreed that the group work such as experienced during the
networked practice inquiry implementation is an opportunity to learn how to work
with others. But as Fleur pointed out, it is something students generally fear because
people have different working styles and you need to find a way how to work
together which does not always play out well. Participants’ disclosures underscore
the need for group work to be carefully planned and implemented. The research
participants both note that the strategy permitting the students to form the work
groups themselves helped because they already knew each other well. Fleur
explained that in her group they agreed on a subdivision of the task and collaborated
online, in their own secret spaces, for putting it all together so “practicing the digital
dimension of community action and development” as part of the course experience.

The peer reviewing task was highlighted by both Sarah and Fleur as a novel
experience. Both expressed their appreciation of the pairing strategy again left in the
hands of the students:

Peer reviewing helped me a lot. First of all, you need a buddy—for me it worked well
because we chose our own buddy . . . The fact that she was my reviewer for the project work
helped me because she was highlighting that which I left out. I think that was a good thing
(Sarah, p. 7).

This finding concurs with Shivonen’s (2020) research results that students are
positive about peer reviewing for their learning but they are not so keen on being
graded by the peers. The participants of this study flag the fear of peer criticism
which can be experienced as unacceptable. Trust (Sarah) and maturity (Fleur) are
seen as necessary conditions for the success of peer reviewing as an activity for
learning and development. In a wider context where traditional teaching methods
and individual learning prevails, peer interactions for learning, knowledge building
and value creation need to be carefully considered. Participants noted that informally
there is a tendency for students who are close “buddies” to help each other privately.
But to actually write a written review of a peer’s draft work and attaining a grade for
it (Sarah) is not something students are used to. Fleur confessed that behind the
scenes students were consulting with each other on the peer reviews before posting
them to the more “public” institutional platform. Students are wary and insecure
when it comes to cooperation and collaboration with peers for learning in online
spaces which carry greater visibility than their close knit of trusted buddies.

In consideration of an even more open space, Fleur reflected on the tutor’s
attempt to get students to connect on Twitter (as another popular microblogging
and social networking platform). She stressed that students need time to figure out
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how an unfamiliar technology works. She commented that the fast-paced nature of
the course did not permit this. Considering the open nature of this social networking
platform it might be that there is more to it. Students may need additional time to also
think through open education practice such a communication medium prompts, and
the challenges this brings to digital identity and due diligence. For some students this
may have been exacerbated by the sensitivity of their professional work in the
communities demanding silence, secrecy and keeping a low profile.

The visibility of peer learning processes generates a feeling of surveillance and
judgementality. The issue of surveillance arising from the log data automatically
generated by the VLE and other institutional student tracking systems (Bayne et al.,
2020) did not surface in this exploratory research, but here was no attempt to draw
students’ attention to this audit trail. The notion of surveillance arose from the
perceived scrutiny afforded by those who are considered as more competent others
participating in the course. There is exposed a problem of perceived differential;
tutors in their position of power setting forth the learning tasks and assessment, and
the peers as more digitally literate and knowledgeable. This finding exposes students
holding a position of disempowerment. Students surface as insecure and uncertain of
their validity in the networked practice inquiry learning environment. There is
flagged the need for networked practice inquiry implementations (and networked
learning implementations at large) to incorporate greater emphasis on greater equity
in peer learning where all learning participants are empowered to be active
co-contributors in knowledge creation and knowledgeable action motivated by a
sense of shared challenge and trusting relationships enabled by convivial
technologies.

In general, technology mediated peer learning interactions, beyond the close knit
of trusted study buddies, put students in what looks like a vulnerable position as if
ongoingly under surveillance. Concerns increase with peer age variability, the
degree of educational openness tied to the place of peer interactions, and the
perceived coercion to compliance assessment generates. For the case of the formal
learning places, it is the permanence, quality and frequency of shared media
exchanges. For the case of public platforms, there is the additional need to learn
managing one’s digital footprint and curating one’s public identity, to become
confident using networked technologies safely and securely, and to ascertain a
supportive learning network.

8.4 Concluding Discussion

These findings open a small window on the students’ viewpoint of networked
practice inquiry. Generated from the accounts of two participating students, these
findings suggest that students are forward looking. They demand and celebrate
innovative digital tools and practices in and for learning, especially when these are
seen accommodating them and resonating to their wider life and work practice
experiences. They are enthused assuming inquiry attitudes critically analysing,
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reflecting and rethinking aspects of their work and life practices as part of their study
work, so also giving more reason to assessment tasks. They also see value in group
tasks and peer learning interactions, even to develop higher order skills extending to
their work and life practices. But students are overwhelmed by the demand on their
time. They call attention to pressure, stress and wariness online peer interactions
create, especially in trying to show oneself digitally competent and knowledgeable
on the subject matter. The networked practice inquiry approach shifts the student
away from the comfort of passively attending lectures and working on a summative
written assignment away from the scrutiny of untrusted others. Clearly, students
question the what-and-how of a learning approach from within the encompassing
and surrounding environment. In a small way, students are nurturing connectedness
for learning in invisible spaces with those few trusted peers. But peer learning
interactions in the more visible online formal learning spaces, and worse still in
online public places, exposes them and is perceived as putting them under
surveillance.

This small window on the students’ viewpoints of networked practice inquiry
highlights the problematic issue of educational openness the networked learning
environment presents; openness to put yourself in a vulnerable position engaging in
relational dialogue for learning within a heterogenous group of critical peers and
tutors. The findings of this preliminary exploration expose these postgraduate
students as holding a position of disempowerment in the formal learning setting.
They expose a sentiment of surveillance deriving from the afforded scrutiny by the
perceived more competent others. Students emerge as insecure and uncertain of their
validity as networked learning participants. Students appear very much sentient of
the “culture of surveillance” which networked technologies exacerbate, and as
Bayne et al. (2020) caution, we need to thread with caution because “Visibility is
a pedagogical and ethical issue” (p. 180).

These findings call to attention the apparent incongruency between students’
acknowledgement of value-added by the networked practice inquiry approach and
online peer learning concerns. There surfaces a crucial need to find ways for
nurturing more constructive and inclusive attitudes. There is signalled the need for
networked practice inquiry implementations (and networked learning
implementations at large) to incorporate greater emphasis on equity in peer learning
and the creation of positive peer learning environments where all learning partici-
pants are empowered to be active co-contributors in knowledge creation and knowl-
edgeable action motivated by a sense of shared challenge and trusting relationships
enabled by convivial technologies.

The picture arising from this research initiative needs to be acknowledged as a
limited partial description of the students’ viewpoint of a networked practice inquiry
approach primarily because of the limited number of research participants. Further
exploration is required to substantiate and expand this nascent picture. Besides,
ongoing research is important for understanding students’ perceptions, viewpoints,
and experiences as they develop and change temporally, spatially and situationally.
Such ongoing research enterprise is important to inform support for students in their
higher education learning experiences and the development of competences learning
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in groups (Jaques & Salmon, 2008) and with the peers (Boud, Cohen, &
Sampson, 2014).

In a world struggling to recover from a crippling health pandemic crisis concur-
rently confronting life-threatening environmental degradation and huge sustainabil-
ity challenges, there is a lot on political and executive tables to see digitisation of the
higher education area, in particular higher education learning and teaching. Locally,
these surface in the new University of Malta Strategic plan 2020–2025 (https://www.
um.edu.mt/about/strategy). At European level these are communicated in the new
European Union Digital Education Action Plan 2021–2027 (https://ec.europa.eu/
education/education-in-the-eu/digital-education-action-plan_en). These are wake up
calls for critically engaging in the transformation of higher education teaching and
learning, constructively safeguarding the student’s experience as a truly transforma-
tional experience supporting personal development along with competences for
work and life practices. Networked practice inquiry appears to have such potential
for making the higher education learning experience “an opportunity to think and
dream” (Fleur) work and life practices concurrently personal development as one of
the research participants put it. This research initiative implementing a networked
practice inquiry and opening a small window on the students’ viewpoint is one small
step in this direction.
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