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Foreword

This is the sixth book in the Springer Series on Research in Networked Learning 
and it is based on selected papers from the tenth International Networked Learning 
Conference held in Lancaster in 2016. The series focuses on contemporary issues 
and concerns in networked learning theory, pedagogy and practice, and this book is 
another excellent contribution to the series.

The Networked Learning Conference itself was established in 1998, and some 
20 years later we may ask the question – as indeed this book does – to what extent 
has the discourse of networked learning influenced educational practice? The success 
of the Conference and the associated Springer Book Series on Research in Networked 
Learning have undoubtedly led to networked learning making a significant contribu-
tion to thinking about the purpose of higher education in a digitally connected world. 
As the editors of this latest contribution to the book series point out, networked learn-
ing continues to position itself within current discussions and debates, and is now 
seen to be a distinct and important area of higher education research.

This latest addition to the book series helps us recognise that networked learning 
continues to contribute to our understanding of what learning mediated and sup-
ported by technology looks like in both formal and informal learning situations. The 
key values and characteristics of networked learning of learning community, con-
nections, reflexivity, criticality, collaboration and relational dialogue persist as key 
areas of interest in many of the chapters. They are the source of inspiration for many 
networked learning researchers and practitioners, as well as being the focus for the 
examination of the practice of networked learning.

This latest book helps us characterise the field of networked learning today, and 
presents some challenges for future research and practice. Collectively, the chapters 
situate networked learning within contemporary ideas on learning and teaching, and 
within the broader field of higher education research and practice. This book pro-
vides an opportunity to reflect and look back at some important concerns that have 
occurred over the past 20 years, and to consider some of the potential future chal-
lenges. In the concluding chapter, the editors of this book take the opportunity to 
provide a critical analysis of the contents and identify significant emerging issues 
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for future research and practice, including learning spaces; mobility; forms of  
openness; difference in student learning experience; social justice; and criticality.

In reading the chapters, it is clear to see that there is a healthy diversity of opinion 
on some of the details and perspectives of networked learning, which continue to be 
critically debated. However, it is equally evident that those values that underpinned 
networked learning in the early conferences endure and suffuse the fabric of this 
book. We recommend this book to all researchers and practitioners of networked 
learning and beyond.

Vivien Hodgson and David McConnell
Series Editors

Foreword
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Chapter 1
Celebrating the Tenth Networked 
Learning Conference: Looking Back 
and Moving Forward

Maarten de Laat and Thomas Ryberg

Abstract  The chapters in this book are based on a selection of papers from the 
Networked Learning Conference 2016 which was the 10th anniversary conference 
in the series. In acknowledgement of the anniversary, the authors of this Introduction 
look back and reflect on past networked learning conferences with the aim to 
describe some general trends and developments in networked learning research as 
they emerge and fade out over the years. In order to do so the authors use the pro-
ceedings of each networked learning conference (from 1998 till 2016) as a compiled 
dataset. This dataset forms a text corpus that has been analysed with Voyant tools 
(Sinclair and Rockwell 2016) specifically designed for analysing digital texts. 
Voyant tools are used to generate a set of word clouds (Cirrus) in order to visualise 
networked learning research-related terms that feature most frequently in each set 
of proceedings and conduct a trends analysis of these terms to generate a visual 
representation of the frequencies of these terms across the proceedings over the 
years. The outcomes have been thematically organised around the following topics: 
learning theory (e.g. cognitivism, constructivism, social learning, actor network 
theory), learning environments and social media (e.g. LMS, MOOC, Virtual Worlds, 
Twitter, Facebook), technologies (e.g. phone, laptop, tablet), methodology (e.g. 
quantitative, qualitative) and related research in the domain of e-learning (e-learning, 
CSCL, TEL). The findings are placed in their historical context to understand how 
research presented in the domain of networked learning has developed over the 
years and influenced our work. Towards the end of the Introduction, the two main 
sections of the book are presented. The overview discussion of individual chapters 
is deferred to the Conclusion chapter.

M. de Laat (*) 
Learning, Teaching & Curriculum, University of Wollongong, Wollongong, NSW, Australia
e-mail: mdelaat@uow.edu.au 

T. Ryberg 
Department of Communication and Psychology, Aalborg University, Aalborg, Denmark
e-mail: ryberg@hum.aau.dk

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-74857-3_1&domain=pdf
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To celebrate the tenth anniversary of the biennial Networked Learning Conference, 
the conference chairs Maarten de Laat and Thomas Ryberg presented an overview 
of emerging and trending themes that have been featured at the conference series 
over the years. The selection of topics and trends was based on semantic analysis 
drawing on a dataset that comprised the full conference proceedings published from 
1998 to 2016, see Fig.  1.1. The statistical material underpinning the presented 
graphs was created using the text- and data-mining tool Voyant Tools.1 Voyant Tools 
is an open-source web-based text reading and analysis environment where all PDF 
versions of the conference proceedings were uploaded and processed. Voyant Tools 
can – amongst other things – be used to count, for example, how many times par-
ticular words or phrases occur in a body of text. In the analysis presented in this 
chapter, each conference proceeding featured as a data point creating a timeline 
presentation showing the development or decline of networked learning research 
trends over the years.

In this introduction, we have expanded the trend analysis initially presented at 
the Networked Learning Conference held in 2016 in Lancaster and discuss the find-
ings we see from analysing the textual material. We will reflect on the limitations of 

1 https://voyant-tools.org/

 

Fig. 1.1  Tag cloud of 10 year Networked Learning

M. de Laat and T. Ryberg

https://voyant-tools.org
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our approach, the value and biases of statistical treatment of word occurrences, and 
what we can meaningfully draw from such analyses. For example, our analysis suf-
fers from an inability to meaningfully explore the concept of ‘networked learning’ 
itself as it occurs so often in the proceedings (e.g. in headers and footers) that it is 
rendered meaningless. Similarly, it proved difficult to generate sociographs to map 
social interaction or author networks based on paper publications around the identi-
fied topics.

In this chapter we present our findings grouped into a number of themes, repre-
senting the areas in which networked learning has had most traction. We start with 
theoretical perspectives that have been used to understand and frame networked 
learning practices. We then reflect on the dominant research methods that have been 
used, followed by various modes of delivery or designing for networked learning, 
and we wrap it up with a presentation of the technological devices that have domi-
nated networked learning research over the years. Within each of these themes, we 
discuss in more depth how we have approached the analysis and our rationale for 
the words chosen after we provide an analysis and reflection and ponder what the 
findings might suggest in terms of moving forward.

As an initial caveat, we should say that we do not ourselves consider our analysis 
an authoritarian analysis or solid, sturdy anchoring point from which we can say 
that we have attained a ‘god’s eye’ overview of the past and future of networked 
learning. We see the analysis as a first attempt to provide a preliminary analysis of 
trends in a manner that we do not think has previously been attempted within net-
worked learning. In the spirit of recognising the limitations and preliminary nature 
of this analysis and approach, we lay our material open for others to explore as open 
datasets, so that other researchers – within or outside the networked learning com-
munity – can consult and work with the data to debate, dismiss, or enrich the find-
ings of our analysis. Thus, we see the analysis as a first preliminary attempt to 
understand the field of networked learning through the lenses and techniques of 
data-mining and textual analysis of corpora.

�The Field of Networked Learning

Networked learning is 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. (Goodyear 
et al. 2004, p. 1)

The quote above is the often-used definition for networked learning as proposed 
initially by Goodyear et al. (2004). It stresses the importance of both human and 
digitally mediated interactions through the notion of ‘connections’ and underlines 
that interactions with technologies and resources in isolation are not sufficient to 
constitute networked learning.

At the first Networked Learning Conference in 1998, the aim was to bring net-
worked learning research and praxis together, and there was a strong focus on 

1  Celebrating the Tenth Networked Learning Conference: Looking Back and Moving…
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lifelong learning, professional development and implications for educational theory 
and the current paradigm shift from traditional learning to distributed and distance 
learning (Banks et  al. 1998)  – in fact the proceedings were titled ‘Networked 
Lifelong Learning’. This early broad orientation of networked learning is visible in 
Fig. 1.2, but over the years, it has become clear that a lot of the research has been 
driven by exploring particularly the potential of networked learning for higher 
education.

In Fig. 1.2, one can see how frequently the words ‘higher education’, ‘profes-
sional development’ and ‘lifelong learning’ have been used in the networked learn-
ing conference papers over the years. From this, it becomes quite clear that the 
predominant focus has developed to become the area of higher education. The atten-
tion to lifelong learning and professional development has always been present with 
a pronounced peak in 2012 for ‘professional development’ when the conference 
was hosted in Maastricht in the Netherlands. The interest in lifelong learning seems 
to be gradually fading, which perhaps is part of a wider trend, as the same pattern 
holds true if one looks up ‘lifelong learning’ in Google Trends (from 2004 to 2017, 
there is a decline in interest from index 100 to approximately 30).

From the beginning of the conference series, there was a very broad understand-
ing of networked learning, and the space of possibilities for networked learning was 
seen as vast2 (Jones et al. 2001). This is still true today, as illustrated in Goodyear 
et al. (2016a) where a number of cases from different domains are presented. But it 
is also clear that the conference series bends strongly towards higher education and 
professional development, over, for example, primary or secondary education or 

2 http://csalt.lancs.ac.uk/jisc/definition.htm
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informal learning (these were all terms we searched for, but they returned only a few 
results). This, of course, is hardly surprising as the conference has always been 
understood and promoted as a conference addressing higher education, professional 
development and lifelong learning (but has always been open to incorporating 
papers lying outside of this scope). While we were not surprised that higher educa-
tion features prominently over the years, we were a bit surprised to see the compara-
tively smaller uptake in ‘professional development’. This, as we believe it, will 
increasingly become an area of political interest and one where the field of net-
worked learning has a lot to contribute to in terms of critical, dialogical and collab-
orative perspectives over a more individualised trajectory of microdegrees.

With the domain of inquiry being firmly settled within higher education and to 
some extent professional development, we were also interested in looking further 
into what constitutes the field of networked learning more broadly. We have there-
fore made searches into particular neighbouring research fields such as technology-
enhanced learning (TEL), computer-supported collaborative learning (CSCL), 
learning analytics and knowledge (LAK) and more broadly information and com-
munication technology (ICT) and e-learning. The results can be seen in Fig. 1.3.

What is immediately notable from Fig. 1.3 is the gradual rise of interest in the 
term ICT with a steep decline in 2012 and 2014. This, most likely, does not suggest 
that the interest in ICTs has waned, but probably that the term ICT is gradually and 
more broadly being replaced by other terms, e.g. digital technologies. Again a 
Google Trends search for ICT does seem to confirm that this term is losing traction 
over the years from 2004 till now.

Quite interestingly, the term ‘e-learning’ seems to live a bumpy life, peaking at 
some conferences (2004, 2008 and 2010) and being almost non-existing at other 
times (2000, 2006, 2012). There is no immediate good explanation for this, other 
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than the term ‘e-learning’ in general is a broader (and less precise) term than net-
worked learning, which would therefore often be the term chosen at NL conferences 
over e-learning.

We further queried into specific fields of research, such as TEL, CSCL and learn-
ing analytics. In general, as we shall return to in the concluding chapter, the area of 
learning analytics seems little explored within the networked learning community, 
which does not seem to reflect a wider trend within educational technology. The 
term had a small surge in 2012 and has been explored further – though to a lesser 
degree – in 2014 and 2016. Comparing to Google Trends, this is markedly different 
from the broader interest, as since 2012 the interest in learning analytics has risen 
(from index 11 in 2012 to nearing a 100 in 2017). In contrast the use of the term 
TEL has risen since 2008 in the NL conferences, and it seems that this is generally 
a term that has become increasingly popular amongst national governments, the EU 
and other funders (which has also provoked criticism of the term (e.g. Bayne 2015; 
Hayes 2016)). Finally, we queried into the term CSCL, which has gathered a rela-
tively stable amount of interest within networked learning over time, though with a 
slight decline in the recent years. As argued by Jones et al. (2015), there are strong 
overlaps between CSCL and networked learning, as well as some areas where they 
follow different paths:

Networked learning has a close relationship with computer-supported collaborative learn-
ing (CSCL), in that both fields have a keen interest in collaborative orchestrations of learn-
ing. However, CSCL tends to focus on smaller groups, including dyads, whereas networked 
learning extends to medium- to large-scale groupings. Also CSCL has a strong connection 
with formal learning in education, whereas networked learning has been picked up in a 
wider context, for example, lifelong learning, professional development, and organizational 
learning. (Jones et al. 2015, p. 2)

CSCL when compared to networked learning has a stronger anchorage in educa-
tion more generally including a strong presence in primary and secondary schools, 
whereas networked learning, as illustrated in Fig. 1.2, extends further into profes-
sional development and lifelong learning, although this to a lesser degree than we 
had actually expected (see Fig. 1.2).

�Theoretical Perspectives: Theory and Focus of NL Research

Within the area of networked learning, it seems particularly worthwhile to under-
stand what theoretical perspectives are underpinning ideas of networked learning. 
As several authors have explored, networked learning is not a unison theoretical 
perspective but rather is a theoretical perspective that is composed by or under-
pinned by a range of other theoretical outlooks (Hodgson et al. 2014; Jones 2015; 
Jones et al. 2015; Ryberg et al. 2016).

In analysing these trends, it is important to understand that the mention in a paper 
of a theoretical perspective does not necessarily translate to a positive stance towards 
or preference for that theory. Just as much as citation counts in isolation do not show 
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that an author or perspective is agreed upon, popular, or found worthwhile. For 
example, one might find – within the networked learning literature – quite a few 
references to Prensky (2001), but the majority of those might be critical to or debate 
the notions of ‘digital natives’ proposed initially by Prensky (e.g. Bennett et  al. 
2008; Kennedy et al. 2008). Likewise, people might mention activity theory, but 
disagree with or dismiss it. Therefore, what follows from the trends analysis cannot, 
in isolation, be taken to mean that authors subscribe to the theory. Establishing just 
an approximation of positivity or negativity towards the theory mentioned would 
require a substantially more complex and detailed data-mining technique looking, 
for example, for adjacent words in sentences that could unearth positive or negative 
stances. This goes far beyond our capabilities and intentions, so we should remind 
the reader that the trend mapping merely signals attention/awareness. However, that 
a theory merits attention and is on the radar of the community is also an important 
measure of its impact on a community; whether for good or bad, it does show that it 
is or has been a topic of interest.

We should also mention that different words may often be used for the same 
theory. For example, some differ between social constructivism and constructivism, 
whereas others take it for the same. Likewise, the term social constructionism is a 
term that has also featured in the conference over the years and one that should not 
be confused with constructionism. Another term that is frequently used in this con-
text is social constructivism. Both terms follow a similar curve over the years (see 
Fig. 1.4). Although these terms have a slight different meaning, they have also been 
used in substitution of one another.

Actor-network theory might be spelled in a number of ways, with or without 
hyphens, and might more recently be phrased as a sociomaterial perspective (or 
perhaps socio-material or social material), and, for example, activity theory could 
also be referred to as socio-cultural, sociocultural, or cultural historical perspective. 
These ambiguities or even little differences in spellings (dash or no dash) make it 
difficult to assess the occurrence of a theoretical perspective.

In the following, we discuss the selection of the overall concepts we have chosen 
to include. The main concepts we have explored are cognitivism, constructivism, 
communities of practice, social learning, actor-network theory and activity theory.

While, from an experiential point of view, we did not expect there would be 
strong mentions of ‘cognitivism’, we included this perspective nevertheless, as it is 
often positioned as an overarching learning theoretical perspective together with 
behaviourism and constructivism (Jones 2015). As networked learning is more 
often associated with relational, social and non-dualists views of learning, we 
expected that cognitivism, understood as particularly associated with cognitive sci-
ence/psychology, or cognitive theory would be a more fringe perspective within 
networked learning. This is not to say that a cognitive perspective is strange to net-
worked learning; indeed Peter Goodyear (e.g. 2002) has explored this topic exten-
sively, and in Chap. 2 by Gale Parchoma in this volume, she explores the notion of 
distributed cognition. However, the work grounded in cognitive science/cognitive 
psychology seems less pronounced in networked learning as Jones puts it:
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For networked learning the influence of cognitivism has been limited but there are some 
elements that have a continuing relevance. Firstly there is a concern with the thinking and 
intentions of learners. Networked learning still has an interest in what happens in the brain 
and an interest in what can be called the mind (Carvalho and Goodyear 2014; Goodyear and 
Ellis 2010). (Jones 2015, p. 52)

The notion of constructivism was included as it is often positioned as an over-
arching learning theoretical perspective along with, for example, behaviourism and 
cognitivism. It is a term that has broad meanings, but usually refers to the idea that 
knowledge is constructed by the learners, rather than being transmitted to the learner 
by, for example, a teacher:

The central ideas of constructivism are that knowledge is created by people, either as indi-
viduals or as part of groups, through experiencing the world and reflecting upon those 
experiences. In this view knowledge is constructed by the knower and as a consequence it 
does not exist externally and independently of the knower(s) and knowledge cannot simply 
be transmitted and received. (Jones 2015, p. 52–53)

Under the hood of constructivism, however, a number of different theories are 
often subsumed, for example, Piaget and Vygotsky, as well as ideas such as radical 
constructivism and constructionism. So, constructivism is a rather broad term that 
can cover quite a spectrum of different meanings. Finally, we have added three theo-
retical frameworks that we know/assumed from experience might be widely adopted 
(activity theory, actor-network theory and community of practice), as well as the 
broader term ‘social learning’.
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Looking at the graph (Fig. 1.5), we see that the broad label of ‘constructivism’ 
has generally featured quite extensively throughout the years, with a steep rise 
around 2002, but seems to have gradually lost popularity in the recent years (from 
2010 until now). Similarly, the notion of community of practice has been exten-
sively popular and rising for every conference peaking at 2010, where after the term 
seems to decrease in popularity quite significantly from 2010 and onwards. 
Similarly, it seems that the notion of social learning follows a similar pattern to that 
of ‘communities of practice’. This could be explained by the fact that since 2004 
Wenger began more intensively to refer to communities of practice (CoPs) as a 
‘social theory of learning’. This term was mentioned in Wenger (1998), but became 
more widespread with the publication of the research agenda ‘learning for a small 
planet’ (Wenger 2004). The decline in the number of mentions of CoPs from 2010 
and onwards could indicate that the popularity of the theory maybe has started to 
‘wear out’, but it is also interesting, as there have been a number of discussions (and 
critiques) of the notion of community. For one thing, the notion of ‘community’ (not 
necessarily community of practice) has been critiqued to ignore the darker sides of 
hierarchy, oppression or ‘the tyranny of participation’ (Fox 2005; Roberts 2006; 
Ferreday and Hodgson, 2008), and also there have been discussions of communities 
versus networks and what the ideas of community might overlook (e.g. the strength 
of weak ties (Granovetter 1973)) (Wenger et al. 2011; De Laat et al. 2014; Vrieling 
et al. 2016). Thus, the notion of community has always played the role of both an 
ideal and a contentious, problematic notion within networked learning, and this 
double role might also be an explanation of why it has held such a strong role as a 
topic of discussion. It is also well worth noting that the interest in ‘communities’ 
within networked learning preceded the popularity of communities of practice as a 
distinct concept. The interest in community-oriented and community-collaborative 
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forms of learning has always been strong within networked learning; in fact it is 
probably because the notion of communities of practice resonates well with the 
foundational ideas of networked learning that is has become so pervasive.

For the other theories, we have highlighted that the trends are less pronounced. 
This might have to do with the semantic difficulties of capturing those frameworks, 
whereas ‘Communities of Practice’ is a more easily encapsulated concept, activity 
theory and actor-network-theory could equally be referred to by many other names 
as stated earlier. However, from the graphs, it seems that activity theory was more 
popular from 2004 to 2006 and then has gradually diminished to have a bit of a 
renaissance in 2016. In relation to this, it is interesting to see the interest in actor-
network theory gradually gaining traction from particular 2008 to peak in 2014. In 
2014 it seems to have displaced activity theory – experiencing a surge in 2014 – 
where actor-network theory is peaking and an inverse relationship in 2016 where 
there is an almost equal amount of interest. We should, however, as previously writ-
ten be careful in granting too much explanatory power to the graphs or deduce 
larger trends.

It does seem fair, though, to state that networked learning seems overwhelmingly 
underpinned by theories that take a broader social, cultural and relational view of 
learning, rather than, for instance, a more specific cognitive or neural perspective. 
Again, this is not entirely surprising and is also well established in the networked 
learning literature – particularly this has also been argued in the book series that 
summarises general trends in the area of networked learning.

�Methods

Apart from querying into the theoretical underpinnings, we found that it would be 
relevant and interesting to look further into methods and methodologies adopted 
within networked learning. We initially queried into the broad distinction between 
‘qualitative’ and ‘quantitative’ and incorporated also the more recently popularised 
idea of ‘mixed method’ (see Fig. 1.6).

Figure 1.6 clearly illustrates that networked learning is a field leaning more 
towards qualitative methods than quantitative. From our experience with the confer-
ence and reading through many papers, this did not come as a surprise to us, though 
it is a bit surprising to see that between 2002 and 2008, there – apparently – was 
more quantitative work present, but that its volume seems to have diminished some-
what since then. Interestingly, mixed methods, which seems to have become a very 
popular approach within many areas of research, had in the past few years an early 
start in the networked learning community and seems to live a quiet, but stable live 
outside the spotlight of hundreds of mentions. However, we should again be careful 
attributing too much explanatory power to the graphs; even one paper discussing 
quantitative vs. qualitative and mentioning these concepts often could contribute 
heavily to a peak.

M. de Laat and T. Ryberg
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Adding more detail to the very broad query into methods, we decided to be more 
specific and query the terms such as interview, survey, observation, discourse analy-
sis, social network analysis and data mining (Fig. 1.7) as well as phenomenography, 
ethnography, design-based research and grounded theory (Fig. 1.8).

Figure 1.7 more or less confirms the overall impression of networked learning 
leaning more towards the qualitative side. Interviews are by far the most mentioned 
method, followed by survey and observation (noting that observation could also 
occur as a regular word not affiliated with the method observation, just as one can 
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make a survey of the literature). Somewhat surprisingly discourse analysis is quite 
rare. We had expected this would be a more prominent method, as often authors 
have analysed forum interactions or policy texts from a critical perspective. In this 
vein, it could be interesting in a future analysis to identify the types of qualitative 
textual analysis networked learning researchers engage in.

From Fig.  1.7, we can further see that from 2004 social network analysis is 
beginning to take a place as a method that is adopted within networked learning 
research, whereas data mining remains a method rarely adopted or mentioned 
(though it should be mentioned that some forms of social network analysis rely on 
data mining).

In Fig. 1.8, which can be seen as an extension of the previous Fig. 1.6, we can see 
how qualitatively oriented methodologies hold a central place in networked learning 
research (although many forms of phenomenography and early grounded theory 
also entail quantitative aspects). Ethnography, often associated with observation and 
interviews, holds a stable – yet modest – place, whereas both grounded theory and 
phenomenography are more common. This most probably has to do with the nature 
of networked learning, as much networked learning occurs online making it more 
amenable to textual analysis of interviews, forum transcripts and so forth than per-
haps sustained observations in the ‘field’ (though online ethnography or multisited 
ethnography is a blooming field within online educational research more broadly 
speaking). From the graphs, one can see that both phenomenography and grounded 
theory have been gaining traction over the years (though mentions of grounded 
theory seem to be waning), and a peculiar observation is that there seems to be a 
strange inverted relationship between phenomenography and grounded theory. For 
example, in 2010 mentions of grounded theory peak, whereas phenomenography is 
absent and the inverse for 2012 where phenomenography peaks and the mentions of 
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grounded theory plummet (and a somewhat similar pattern on a smaller scale can be 
seen in 2004 and 2006). Finally, we can see how the concept of design-based 
research seems to be on the rise since 2004 – a methodology that also seems to be 
gaining more attention within educational research at large.

In summary, it is notable that networked learning research leans broadly towards 
qualitative research, yet also including surveys, social network analysis and phe-
nomenography and grounded theory, which in some interpretations include aspects 
of quantitative methods. Equally it is worth noting that approaches such as data 
mining seem to be completely absent from networked learning research, which in 
many ways is not surprising but perhaps worth reflecting on whether there is a need 
to pay more attention to such fields and methods, as much attention now seems to 
be directed towards ‘big data’, ‘analytics’, ‘algorithms’ and so forth.

�Networked Learning Delivery Modes

In this section on networked learning delivery modes, we look into three different 
dimensions moving from the more general modes of delivery (e.g. online, f2f) to 
more specific technological learning environments and social media 
infrastructures.

In Fig. 1.9, we have queried into different overarching modes of delivery, i.e. f2f, 
distance, online, blended, hybrid and open. It should be noted that several of these 
are difficult to assess, as words such as online, distance and open could equally refer 
to ordinary usage of the words, rather than delivery modes per se.
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From Fig. 1.9 it seems that there is little work referring to f2f (face-2-face) work, 
which is perhaps not surprising, considering that networked learning traditionally 
has been strongly associated with various forms of ‘online’ or ‘distance’ learning – 
two concepts that also feature more prominently in the graphs. However, a caveat 
here could be the potentially many ways of expressing face-to-face in terms of vari-
ations of spelling or expressing ‘physical’ formats in education. Having said that, it 
is noteworthy that there are quite a few occurrences of blended learning, which can 
entail a mixture of online and face-to-face, and the same for ‘hybrid’ (though both 
of these terms have many meanings).

In the past few conferences, it has become apparent that there is now a greater 
interest in delivery modes that are not only online, such as blended/hybrid or under-
standing how students and teachers use educational technologies as part of on-
campus teaching. Here it is particularly worth noting how ‘place’ and ‘mobility’ 
have entered as particular fields of interest (Carvalho et al. 2016; Gourlay and Oliver 
2017; Gallagheret al. 2016) in contrast to students sitting at home participating in 
online conferences via a desktop computer (Goodyear et al. 2016b):

At the risk of over-simplifying, one might say that people involved in networked learning 
were generally assumed to be experiencing remote interaction with others: while sitting 
down, using a desktop computer or terminal; [...] Twenty years later, changes in technology, 
media habits and expectations mean that this sedentary, exotic, keyboard-tethered image of 
networked learning is no longer tenable. Mobile, personal, voice-enabled multifunctional 
devices such as laptops, tablets and smartphones have made it possible to participate in 
networked learning 24/7 from almost any location, including in workplaces, the home, the 
bus and the street. (Goodyear, Carvalho & Dohn, pp. 97–98)

We return to these issues in the final discussion in this book as these changes also 
have an impact on how we can understand the notions of ‘network’ in networked 
learning.

A final remark in relation to Fig. 1.9 is the increasing interest in the notion of 
‘open’ which is now nearing occurrences of the even more generic term ‘online’. 
This could for one thing be associated with massive open online courses (MOOCs), 
but more widely probably also reflects an interest in ‘open’ as ‘open educational 
resources’ and increasing interest in moving courses beyond the confines of a sin-
gular university module or course.

�Learning Environments

In terms of learning environments (see Fig. 1.10), we have queried it into four quite 
broad categories: learning management system/virtual learning environment (LMS/
VLE), MOOCs, Virtual Worlds and Clouds. Apart from LMS/VLE, there are few 
occurrences of any of these words prior to 2008, which might not be very surprising 
in terms of concepts as MOOCs and Cloud are terms that have only surfaced or 
become more widely popular around 2008–2010. Virtual Worlds (second life) 
seems to have been represented in the networked learning field only very marginally 
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and with few occurrences over the years – it really shows no clear trend that was 
taken up in this research community. To the contrary, the terms LMS/VLEs (i.e. 
Blackboard, Firstclass, WebCT, Moodle, Fronter) began an upwards trend after 
2000, to peak around 2008, and then start to decline somewhat rapidly in the years 
following.

Most noticeably is obviously the appearance of MOOCs that seem to follow a 
wider cultural trend of becoming excessively popular after 2012 following the rise 
of platforms such as Coursera, EdX and the whole MOOC craze taking off at that 
time – but it should be noted that the earlier MOOCs (e.g. developed by Siemens 
and Downes) also received some attention in the Networked Learning Conference 
around 2010. It is, however, quite striking with this explosive interest in MOOCs 
happening between 2012 and 2014 showing a steep rise in mentions from around 25 
to 450 (a graph that we could perhaps dub the ‘Nessie graph’ as it looks a bit like 
the ‘Loch Ness Monster’ rearing its head). Whether MOOCs become a ‘Loch Ness 
Monster’ lurking in the deep waters of higher education remains to be seen. On the 
one hand, MOOCs have been subject to criticism; on the other hand, MOOCs are 
globally seen as a pathway for higher education institutes to offer courses online to 
attract students in the global higher education marketplace. The interest in MOOCs 
reflects of course the wider cultural and political interest in the MOOC phenome-
non. However, since the networked learning community often praises itself for its 
critical and distanced stance to ‘boosterism’ and technological determinism (Jones 
2015), it would be interesting to dive deeper into an analysis of how the MOOC 
phenomenon was addressed in the papers from the 2014 to 2016 conferences.
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To understand what might be the more concrete technologies that are adopted for 
learning, we queried into some more generic types of tools (forum, blog, wiki), as 
well as particular services (Facebook, Twitter and YouTube).

From this graph (Fig. 1.11), we can see that ‘forums’ were of increasing interest 
from 1998 until around 2008 where the use of the term ‘forum’ starts to decline. The 
interests in forums are hardly surprising for a field particularly interested in dia-
logue and collaboration as ‘forums’ were one of the dominant ‘technologies’ to 
support asynchronous dialogue at the time. This is also reflected in a steeply grow-
ing interest in blogs and wikis that were often portrayed as some of the paradigmatic 
‘web 2.0 technologies’ (Dohn 2009) within education; and it also follows the gen-
eral interest in web 2.0 that started to take off around 2004–2005. What is interest-
ing to see is how these terms also seem to be wearing off and be replaced by an 
interest in social networking sites and services such as Twitter and Facebook and, to 
a much lesser degree, Youtube. In relation to YouTube, it is somewhat puzzling that 
a platform, which is so pervasive in the broader cultural landscape, seems to hold 
such a little space within networked learning.

�Technological Infrastructure

Regarding the use of technological devices and infrastructure by learners, we were 
interested in querying into broad categories such as ‘computer’, ‘mobile’, ‘laptop’, 
‘phone’ and ‘tablet’ to see if there were any trends that might be interesting (see 
Fig. 1.12). In relation to this and which is perhaps not surprising is that the term 
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‘computer’ is slowly declining, whereas terms such as phone, tablets and laptop 
were on the rise, but most noticeably the word ‘mobile’ shows a clear upward trend 
since 2006 and exceeding ‘computer’ around 2014. This change follows the more 
general trend where over time we have become more specific about the type of 
computer technologies we are using.

�Rounding Off

Celebrating the tenth anniversary of networked learning conferences covering a 
period of almost 20 years of research in the area is a great opportunity to reflect and 
look back. Some clear patterns have emerged, and although not always that surpris-
ing it provides a good summary of what happened over the years and where the 
focus of attention has been. What seems evident is that the field of networked learn-
ing is strongly linked to research within higher education, but equally professional 
development and lifelong learning are areas of interest. However, it is worth men-
tioning that there have certainly been numerous papers addressing also other con-
texts, e.g. informal learning, upper secondary schools and museums. We believe 
that the field should always be open and inviting to papers and thoughts that do not 
necessarily emanate from studies in a higher education context provided they con-
tribute to advancing and developing our understanding of networked learning.

From a theoretical perspective, it seems clear that networked learning is strongly 
associated with theories that emphasise social, relational and cultural aspects of 
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learning, be they ANT, activity theory, communities of practice, socio-material, 
social constructionist, or constructivist perspectives. It is a field interested in 
community-oriented and community-collaborative forms of learning, but equally 
social learning in more loosely tied, diverse, complex networks increasingly explor-
ing movements across online and ‘physical’ places. Methodologically, it leans 
strongly towards qualitative methods, but with noticeable interest in quantitative 
methods as well or methodologies involving aspects of quantification (social net-
work analysis, grounded theory). It is a field that – being interested in digital tech-
nologies – also reroutes its interest or object of study as the technological landscapes 
and trends change. For example, following the wider political and cultural interest 
in MOOCs, but also we see how there seems to be shift in focus from the LMS/VLE 
towards social media, such as Twitter and Facebook, or from institutional technolo-
gies to technologies and services that reside outside the technological infrastruc-
tures of higher education institutions.

In relation to this, it is also interesting to note that we might be experiencing a 
growing interest in forms of learning that are social in a different way than sug-
gested by collaborative learning, communities, or communities of practice.

The next ‘wave’ in educational technology and networked learning research 
might involve a growing interest in the importance of being networked in the sense 
of personal, social networks in a global learning landscape, where the core is not 
necessarily learning communities and group learning, but rather a greater attention 
to the degrees of freedom and choice that social networks and learning relationships 
provide – as well as the challenges of such personalised, social networks to central 
networked learning values such as community and collaboration. In this light, social 
theories of learning, social network analysis and actor network theory may be used 
to understand the socio-material relationships that shape our learning and where (if 
it all still relevant) this learning takes place. Through their connectivity and use of 
mobile devices, learners become even more aware that they are learning all the time 
and that they through their contributions are not only consumers of knowledge but 
indeed creators of knowledge. Using Twitter, Facebook and other social media, a lot 
of our learning takes place in the ‘wild’ and therefore increasingly outside of tradi-
tional educational institutions. In this regard, phenomena such as MOOCs – or more 
importantly – being able to connect with learners on a global scale, can be seen as 
truly disruptive and something that will fuel future discussions within the networked 
learning research community. However, it is also clear that this ‘global wild’ is not 
necessarily a ‘democratic’ utopian realisation of the ‘global village’ but equally a 
‘wild’ that is heavily guided by commercial platforms driven mainly by the desire 
for profit. In this ‘wild’, it will be increasingly important for the networked learning 
research community to critically ask what should be the role of dialogue, commu-
nity and collaboration and how we can sustain and promote central values such as 
widening access to education and supporting democratic processes, diversity and 
inclusion. These are questions that were foundational in the establishment of the 
networked learning research community and are equally valid – if not more impor-
tant – in the years to come.

M. de Laat and T. Ryberg
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Chapter 2
Traces of Cognition as a Distributed 
Phenomenon in Networked Learning

Gale Parchoma

Abstract  In this chapter, I begin with historical and ongoing debates about the 
nature of cognition in relation to critical and humanistic traditions underpinning 
networked learning theory and practice. In this context, knowledge is not perceived 
a transmissible property that can be moved across a network from one person to 
another; rather, knowledge is viewed as emergent. I go on to trace points in the past 
decade where networked learning understandings of cognition have come to include 
sociomaterial perspectives that acknowledge the agencies of both human and non-
human actors in knowledge emergence. In the following section on the conceptual-
izations of the human mind, I critically examine five contemporary perspectives: 
neuropsychological, environmentalist, phenomenological, situated sociocultural 
account, and mentalist. From a relational view, each of these perspectives can 
accommodate the proposition of cognition as a distributed phenomenon without 
becoming caught in the dualism of abstract mind and concrete material social prac-
tice. I conclude the chapter with positing distributed cognition as a unifying theo-
retical concept underpinning the political, ontological, and epistemological aspects 
of networked learning.

�Introduction

Over the past ten conferences and three earlier books in this series, networked learn-
ing theorist-practitioners have set their work apart from the broader comparable 
fields of educational technology, learning sciences, computer-supported collabora-
tive learning, and technology-enhanced learning via articulating a political-ethical 
stance and associated interests in “radical emancipatory and humanistic educational 
theories and approaches” (McConnell et al. 2012, p. 15). The practice of networked 
learning is marked by engagement with critical, democratic, and experiential peda-
gogies, underpinned by sociocultural perspectives on designing and facilitating 
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technologically mediated opportunities for knowledge construction. From its out-
set, networked learning theory and practice have aligned 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 (Hodgson 
et al. 2012, p. 292).

The tenets of networked learning have remained quite consistent over time and 
primarily continue to focus on enabling technologically mediated connections 
“between one learner and other learners, between learners and tutors, and between 
a learning community and its resources” (Goodyear et al. 2004, p. 1). Embedded in 
the philosophical and pedagogical principles of networked learning are the notions 
that connectivity and dialogue are key to the learning process, but knowledge is not 
a transmissible property that can be moved across a network from one person to 
another. Rather, knowledge is emergent: a socioculturally influenced outcome of 
sense-making of experiences through relational dialogue and/or collaborative inter-
actions (Hodgson et al. 2012). Knowledge emerges from learning processes rather 
than being a stable entity that is predetermined by powerful experts. This difference 
has long placed networked learning theory at odds with cognitivist notions of 
knowledge as either a transmissible entity or an attribute possessed by an individual 
that can be indirectly observed through performances of tasks or skills (Driscoll 
2005).

Originating with Fox’s (2001, 2005) contributions to highlighting the need to 
symmetrically analyse human and technological actors in networked learning 
assemblages, sociomaterialist perspectives expanded the remit of the networked 
learning community. Extending the work of Waltz (2006), Thompson (2012) argued 
that teaching and learning practices that involve Web 2.0 technologies are tangled 
sociomaterial alliances, wherein digital objects have the capacity to influence 
human interactions with them. Hannon’s (2014) critique of the processes involved 
in adopting institutional-level learning technologies focused attention on how 
“organisational practices are entangled and inseparable from materials” (p.  68). 
While these move away from conceptualizing agency, influence, and alliance as 
uniquely human capabilities could have resulted in a schism within the networked 
learning community—a departure from the community’s humanist beginnings—the 
maintenance of a critical, relational perspective and political-ethical imperative lim-
ited this possibility. Space opened to theorize the materials—the technologies we 
use (Oliver 2013)—within our understanding of teaching and learning practices and 
in relation to broader societal trends and concerns (Jones 2015). As this sociomate-
rial space opened, networked learning discourses became even more distinct from 
cognitivist discourses that situate agency as an outcome of cognitive change [the 
development of new actionable knowledge] within the constraints of an individual’s 
brain (Damasio 2012), mind (Bereiter 1991; Driscoll 2005), or consciousness 
(Ohlsson 2011). Rather, networked learning theorists have in the past worked and 
continue to work towards transcending “the dualism between abstract mind and 
concrete material social practice” (Hodgson et  al. 2014, p.  3). This boundary-
crossing work acknowledges the value of considering differing perspectives on how 

G. Parchoma



25

design and teaching practices can attempt to inscribe or at least influence connec-
tions and relationships among learners, tutors, and materials. Learners’ emergent 
activities, which in formal learning networks are guided by designed tasks, explicit 
goals, and tutor facilitation (Goodyear et al. 2016), become temporal, embodied, 
socioculturally situated sites for cognition.

Jones (2015) contended that learning was “too slippery and complex as a term” 
for there to be one grand theory of learning but went on to argue that networked 
learning tends to focus on “a broadly social approach” that includes accounts of 
individual experiences in relation to the social and material contexts in which they 
learn (p. 67). This relational approach sheds light upon and can bridge ontological 
debates about the sites of learning between what Alexander and Booth (2008) have 
described as individualistic and social orientations. Conole (2010) argued that the 
individualist orientation is rooted a world view where learning occurs in here 
[within an individual mind] and the social orientation that is rooted in a view where 
learning occurs out there [in relation to a socio-technological context]. A relational 
stance provides boundary-crossing opportunities in that it accommodates space for 
critically examining relationships among conceptualizations of the human mind and 
body, material and social environments, and learning and cognition.

�Decoding Cognition Through Varied Conceptualizations 
of the Human Mind

Neuropsychological conceptualizations of the human mind define cognition as a 
series of brain-based processes, embedded in neural connections that dynamically 
change over time in response to sensory information from the environment and 
result in both changes in the architecture of the brain and “a range of phenomenon 
that underpin learning and change” (Markauskaite and Goodyear 2017, p.  129). 
Ohlsson (2011) rejects the neuropsychological conceptualization of cognition on 
the basis that “a description of human cognition at the level of individual brain 
cells” is “impractical” because of “its overwhelming complexity” (p.  26). 
Markauskaite and Goodyear reject the notion of cognition as a result physiological 
processes “created by a modular mind” (p. 135) and position neuropsychological 
understandings of cognitions as emerging from interactions across brain systems. 
By positioning neuropsychological cognitions as emergent and entangled in physi-
ological interactions, Markauskaite and Goodyear open space for considering an act 
of cognition as inclusive of coordination, not only coordination within an individu-
al’s brain-based activities but also coordinations that implicate others, events, and 
material and social environments. This broader set of coordinations allow for room 
for considering emergent cognitions as being distributed.

Environmentalist conceptualizations of human behaviour shift our attention 
towards finding evidence of cognitions in relationships between the body and the 
environment (Ohlsson 2011; Markauskaite and Goodyear 2017). Behaviouralist 
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explanations of the mind ask us to perceive cause-effect chains of environmental 
stimuli and embodied responses (Skinner 1938), which in an educational context 
account for learning as a “direct reaction to the task set before a learner” (Vygotsky 
1978, p. 39). Thus, behaviouralist accounts of the capacities of the mind to learn 
black-box cognitions (Fenwick and Richards 2010) by making them unknowable 
processes that are temporally situated between stimuli and responses. Gibson’s 
(1979) more complex, ecological understanding of relationships between percep-
tion and action are captured in the concept of an affordance. Gibson argued that an 
affordance “is equally a fact of the environment and a fact of behaviour. It is both 
physical and psychical, yet, neither. An affordance points both ways, to the environ-
ment and to the observer” (Gibson 1979, p. 129). While Oliver (2005) argued that 
this neither/nor, but both conceptualization of an affordance could not account for 
Gibson’s “essentialist position” of a direct linkage between perception and action 
rendered the term, affordance, as “speculative rather than analytic” (p. 403), so of 
little or no utility for research. However, Suthers (2006), Bonderup Dohn (2009), 
Parchoma (2014), and Jones (2015) have argued that the strength of Gibsonian 
affordances is their capacity to describe relationships between perception and action 
as arising from interactions. From an ecological perspective, cognitions are situated 
within emergent distributed interactions.

Phenomenological conceptualizations of the human mind are no more than 
“descriptions of subjective experience[s]” (Ohlsson 2011, p.  25); however, these 
descriptions are useful in that they provide insights into cognitive processes through 
individuals’ conscious interpretations of their experiences through articulations and 
actions. Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017) contend that this dependency on con-
sciousness to understand cognition is limited because consciousness alone cannot 
account for all of human thought, behaviour, and emotion because we experience 
more than we can express. Therefore, from a phenomenological perspective, evi-
dence of an individual’s cognitions can only be indirectly accessed through his or 
her discursive and actionable reifications of experiences of the world and the associ-
ated affects of the experienced world on an individual (Marton and Pang 2008). 
Marton and Pang assert that experiences of the world and associated affects of the 
experienced world on an individual are paired perspectives that shed light on a sin-
gle phenomenon. Interrelationships between experiences and affects align well with 
Markauskaite and Goodyear’s notion of phenomenological cognitions as instances 
of dynamic couplings that bring together pieces of knowledge and additional 
resources into interactions that can lead to learning. Where a phenomenological 
definition of cognition may not be able to account for all aspects of an individual’s 
experiences and their associated affects on thoughts or actions that can result in 
learning, a phenomenological definition of cognition aligns well with the intent of 
networked learning to highlight “the importance of focusing on making sense from 
one’s own personal experiences and view of the world” (Hodgson et  al. 2012, 
p.  292) as a central tenet of practice. Because the sense-making process occurs 
within interactions among pieces of knowledge and additional resources, cognition 
needs to be distributed.

G. Parchoma
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Situated sociocultural accounts of the human behaviour focus on searching for 
patterns or processes (Markauskaite and Goodyear 2017) that emerge from indi-
viduals’ interactions with the “social environment or the surrounding culture” 
(Ohlsson 2011, p. 27). These linkages between learning and culture reach back into 
the early twentieth century, where two psychologists, Wilhelm Wundt and Hugo 
Münsterberg, argued that an individual human mind was inseparable from its cul-
tural linguistic context. Wundt claimed “individual consciousness is wholly inca-
pable of giving us a history of the development of human thought, for it is conditioned 
by an earlier history concerning which it cannot of itself give us any knowledge” 
(Wundt 1921, p. 3). Comparably, Münsterberg (1914) focused attention on interre-
lationships across cognitions within the individual mind, sensory functions of the 
human body, and sociomaterial artefacts and the institutions within which humans 
engage. He posited that the notion of an individual mind was an “artificially isolated 
fragment” in the larger picture of the “social mind” (pp. 265–267), claiming:

There is a “synapsis” between any two brain neurons, and the same “synapsis” between any 
two social neurons. But in all communication and intercourse the individual transmits by 
his motor apparatus, his muscles, and the next receives by his sensory apparatus, his sense 
organs…. The brain cells cause the contraction of the muscles in the arms or fingers, and 
these contracted muscles awake new sensations in the brain cells. The interplay of the men-
tal states demands this constant reference to the products outside of the brain. 
(pp. 267–268)

Münsterberg went on to argue that books, newspaper articles, and personal let-
ters act as intermediators of human communications and understandings of chroni-
cled events and ideas. These artefacts of previous human cognitions play an active 
role in influencing contemporary individual cognitions, public discourses, as well as 
future ideas and social actions.

Every objectified expression becomes a social short cut. As any psychophysical explanation 
of the individual mental life must give attention to those unconscious brain processes, the 
explanation of the social mind necessarily involves the objectified records of experience 
and suggestions, which intermediate between individuals. They are an organic part of the 
psychophysical mechanism of the social group. (Münsterberg 1914, p. 268)

Münsterberg’s (1914) conceptualized cognition as a distributed phenomenon not 
only embodied and socioculturally situated but also interconnected with practices. 
His explanation of social institutions (e.g., administrative, legal, educational, reli-
gious, economic, and technical) is based on a relational view, where social groups 
cooperate to construct institutions. Any change in the social practices within these 
institutions has consequences for both individuals and the social group. Across 
Münsterberg’s argument, he shifts foci on phenomena of analysis from the physical 
workings of the individual brain; to the embodied nature of understanding; to the 
notion of social neurons; to roles of artefacts of human communications, actions, 
and decisions in the development of the social mind; and finally to institutional 
practices. However, his thesis that each of these phenomena is inherently intercon-
nected and consequential suggests an early socio-psychological endeavour to over-
come the dualism of abstract mind and sociomaterial practice that aligns with 
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current networked learning conceptualizations of distributed cognition. See, for 
example, Dohn’s (2014) explication of distributed cognition where:

Knowledge is characterised as tacit, situated, context-dependent, embodied doing, grounded 
in immediate recognition of and response pairing to the situation’s gestalt. Thinking and 
communicating are phenomena of this doing and as such take their meaning in part from the 
situation in which they arise. (p. 36)

While Münsterberg’s (1914) perspective on cognition differed in many respects 
from Vygotsky’s Mind in Society (1978), parallels can be drawn. There is an align-
ment between Vygotsky’s notion of distributed cognition as a “unity of perception, 
speech, and action” (p. 26), within activities mediated by tools and others in the 
social and physical environment and Münsterberg’s conceptualization of distributed 
cognition as physically, socially, and artefact-mediated. For example, just as 
Münsterberg observed labourers as they engaged in learning manual tasks for the 
influences of “colors of the surroundings”, the “character of the signals, by the posi-
tion during work, by the filling of the pauses, by pleasant or unpleasant distractions, 
by continuity or interruption” (p. 425), Vygotsky observed children’s approaches in 
solving “practical tasks” by “applying as tools those objects that lie near at hand” 
and also “searching for and preparing such stimuli as can be useful in the solution 
of the task, and planning future actions” (p. 26). Both Münsterberg and Vygotsky 
theorized learning as embodied, social, situated, and materially mediated, in ways 
that align well with Bonderup Dohn’s (2014) notion of “embodied doing” (p. 36) 
and Cole and Engeström’s (1993) cultural-historical conceptualization of “cogni-
tion as distributed phenomenon” (p. 1).

In a similar vein, Dewey (1910) attributed designed objects and tools with the 
capacity to support reflective thought and plan systematic actions. For example, 
Dewey argued, “We deliberately erect monuments and memorials, lest we forget”, 
and we “deliberately institute, in the advance of the happening of the various con-
tingencies and emergencies of life, devices for detecting their approach and register-
ing their nature” (1910, p. 15) in order to minimize negative impacts. He defined 
learning as “of, by, and for” experience (p. 249) and forwarded the premise that we 
live in a world of persons and things that are linked to or are artefacts of previous 
human experiences; therefore, a new experience cannot be “treated as if it were 
something which goes on exclusively in an individual’s mind and body” (1938, 
p. 34). The influences of our physical and social surroundings “contribute to experi-
ences that are more worthwhile” (p.  35). Therefore, Dewey argued that teachers 
should approach learners with an intimate acquaintance with the “conditions of the 
local community, physical, historical, economic, occupational, etc.” (p.  36) and 
approach teaching and learning as a collaborative, democratic, activity-based, and 
sociomaterial set of practices. As the Deweyian accounts of experiences traverse 
individual thoughts, actions, and social and material environments, cognition is 
equally distributed.

Finally, from a mentalist perspective, the human mind is conceptualized as a 
system (Markauskaite and Goodyear 2017) that “cannot be reduced to conscious 
experience, the brain, the material environment or sociocultural factors” (Ohlsson 
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2011, p. 28). Rather, the mind is made up of mental representations and operates as 
central control mechanism capable of abstraction, goal setting, and imagination. 
Within Ohlsson’s account of mentalism, cognitions become system-bound func-
tions and processes that enable thoughts, decision-making, and action. However, as 
Barsalou et al. (2007) have argued, cognition cannot be fully understood as limited 
to a collection of processes operating within a closed system because cognitive 
processes must coordinate with other internal (embodied) and external (sociocul-
tural and environmental) systems. Knowledge construction is embedded in and dis-
tributed across interacting real-time processes that not only occur in the individual 
mind but also extend beyond it. Cognitions are therefore distributed among interact-
ing individual, sociocultural, and environmental systems.

Ohlsson (2011) and Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017) agreed that neuropsy-
chological, environmentalist, phenomenological, situated sociocultural, mentalist 
perspectives differ on the nature of the human mind and behaviour that results in 
potentially contrasting accounts of the phenomenon of cognition. Where Ohlsson’s 
argument concludes with favouring the mentalist perspective, Markauskaite and 
Goodyear (2017) contend that a thorough understanding of the human mind requires 
encompassing all five perspectives, perceiving them as complementary insights into 
the complexities of knowledge construction and action. From a relational view, each 
of the five perspectives can also accommodate the proposition of cognition as a 
distributed phenomenon without becoming caught in the dualism of abstract mind 
and concrete material social practice.

�Problematizing Computational Cognitivist Influences 
on E-Learning in Relation to Networked Learning 
Scholarship

While networked learning scholarship includes some individualistic orientations to 
understanding cognition, it has clearly rejected the notions of the isolated individual 
mind (Ryberg et  al. 2012) and instructivist approaches to design and teaching 
(Jones, 2015). However, the broader field of e-learning, computational cognitivist 
models of learning have contributed to isolated individualist projects, such as per-
sonal learning environments (Hodgson et al. 2012), and instructivist (highly struc-
tured, sequenced, and prescriptive) approaches to the design of learning resources.

Computational cognitivist models of learning that evoke the metaphor of a com-
puter as a representation mind and explain cognitive processes as “information pro-
cessing … composed of the basic elements: sensory receptors, perception, short-term 
and long-term memory” (Tennyson and Rasch 1988, p. 369) have for decades por-
trayed the individual mind as isolated and mechanistic. Over that time computation-
ally oriented theorists have claimed a clearer understanding of cognitive processes 
can lead to “instructional strategies that can directly improve” learning (Tennyson 
and Rasch, p. 370). For example, Clark and Paivio (1991) hypothesized that within 
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the structure of the brain there are separate verbal and information subsystems. 
Mayer and Anderson’s multiple representation principle (Mayer and Anderson 
1992) posited that technology-enhanced learning designs can be made more effec-
tive through simultaneous presentations of audio and visual representations of 
information to ensure efficient short-term memory processing and long-term mem-
ory storage. However, the split-attention effect (Mayer and Moreno 1998) can tax 
short-term memory; therefore, “using the audio system for verbal information and 
the visual system for imagery is a more efficient division of labour” (p. 4).

Time allocations for specific tasks within instructional settings (managing the 
display and order of declarative, procedural, and conceptual information, linking 
coding and decoding tasks, etc.) influence the effectiveness and efficiency of the 
“cognitive system” (Tennyson and Rasch 1988, p. 373). An instance of a time con-
cern that can be “managed” via design is that “cognitive load may be increased if 
technology skills and specific subject content area concepts are learned concur-
rently” (van Merrienboer et al. 2003, p. 95); therefore, learning tasks need to be 
purposefully sequenced (Morrision and Anglin 2005). An underpinning assumption 
of the computational cognitivist design project has been to specify design proce-
dures and skills, control variables, inscribe foci of attention, and structure all tasks 
with precision in order to ensure effective learning becomes joint properties of well-
designed resources and prescribed use.

In response to international e-learning initiatives to standardize distribution of 
reusable digital learning resources, Koper and Olivier (2004) critiqued the emphasis 
on IEEE and LOM specifications and argued that these “solutions” were based on 
the metaphor of learning as knowledge transmission from expert to novice via tech-
nology. Koper and Olivier noted a disregard of contextual considerations and 
theory-based pedagogical practices. Conole (2006) forwarded this inquiry by reject-
ing the notion of focusing the “design of learning at the resource level” (p. 3) and 
refocusing learning design scholarship and practice on the activities in which learn-
ers are asked to engage. Conole highlighted six networked learning design foci: (1) 
learning contexts; (2) teaching and learning approaches; (3) tasks to be undertaken; 
(4) technological tools and digital resources; (5) expectations for interactions among 
all involved, including negotiated roles; and, importantly, (6) the influence of assess-
ment practices on sustainability of networked learning communities. This shift in 
focus from the e-learning research focus on resource level to the networked learning 
focus on the activity level was examined further in Zenios and Goodyear’s (2008) 
discussion of researching epistemic activities in networked knowledge construction. 
Zenios and Goodyear put forwards the argument that inquiries into collaborative 
learning can benefit from acknowledgement that learning is:

By no means and individual process separated from the context of the lived experience of 
participation in the world. The relations between members of the community are brought 
into perspective as they are interconnected with the practices of the community. (p. 608)

Conole’s (2006) rejection of the proposition that learning opportunities can be 
designed at the resource level and her refocusing design scholarship on future learn-
ers’ potential experiences of the tasks they are asked to undertake, expectations for 
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interactions, provision of suitable technological tools and materials to support emer-
gent activities and knowledge, and the influence of assessment practices on sustain-
ability provide clear distinctions between the central concerns of learning design 
and instructional design principles, such as Gagné’s (1965, 1992) nine events of 
instruction or Merrill’s first principles of instruction (2002), derived from the 
Piagetian notion of cognitions as predictable events that occur within an individu-
al’s mind as a result of successfully completing expertly designed tasks with prede-
termined learning outcomes. Conole’s focus on centrality of negotiation and 
collaboration across a sociomaterial network leave traces of conceptualizing cogni-
tion as a distributed phenomenon.

�Tracing Distributed Cognition in Networked Learning Design 
and Facilitation

Dirckinck-Holmfeld et al. (2012) made a call for closer examinations of how net-
worked learning environments can be designed and shaped in different ways, 
depending on the underlying values of 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 network and the collec-
tive, while at the other extreme, networked learning environments can be designed 
as platforms for greater levels of mutual engagements and dedication, critical reflec-
tion, emancipatory formation, and empowerments (p. 300).

This focus on theoretically informed and ethically enacted learning designs is 
again emphasized by Hodgson et al. (2014), who remind us of the centrality of the 
“critical and humanistic traditions” (p.  2). Keeping these traditions at the fore 
requires designers and facilitators to be empathetic, to value imagined future learn-
ers and current learners as persons (Gourlay and Oliver 2016), and to see difference 
as an opportunity for learning rather than a quality in need of accommodation 
(Reynolds et al. 2004). Hodgson et al. (2014) highlight the inevitable messiness and 
unpredictability of designing networked learning tasks and facilitating emergent 
activities and the resultant needed to deal with tensions between the expected and 
the unexpected.

Goodyear et al. (2014) questioned “whether it is actually possible to design for 
someone else’s learning” (p. 139). In part, they respond to their own question, in 
their framework for learning design, which makes a distinction between designable 
tasks and emergent activities. They argued that the physical setting for networked 
learning includes places, material and digital tools and artefacts, designed tasks, and 
associated divisions of labour. These physical architectures need to provide human-
to-human, things-to-human, and things-to-things connections to allow activities to 
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emerge. While these architectures may support the development of relational affor-
dances, however well-designed they are, they will also have constraints.

Orlikowski (2000) posited the notion that designs are situated within sociotech-
nical systems and that people who use sociotechnical systems can and do use tech-
nologies as they were designed; they also can and do circumvent inscribed ways of 
using the technologies—either ignoring certain properties of the technology, work-
ing around them, or inventing new ones that may go beyond or even contradict 
designers’ expectations and inscriptions (p. 407).

Goodyear et al. (2014) referred to these unanticipated, sometimes purposeful, 
creative emergent activities and sometimes distractive, unhelpful emergent activi-
ties as slippages: movements away from designers’ expectations of pathways that 
lead to constructing and accomplishing shared goals. These sociomaterial pathways 
are equally implicated in the “subjective mind and physical body in activity in the 
world” (Goodyear et al. p. 141), where humans and materials are mutually constitu-
tive and where “significance is the ever-changing result of the dynamic co-
constitution of the entities” (p. 142). Goodyear, Carvalo, and Dohn’s explication of 
significance (meaning-making) as a co-constitutive emergence of cognitions from 
interactions among designed tasks as pathways that can lead to reciprocal, collab-
orative meaning-making activities evokes and challenges Ingold’s (2011) account 
of individual wayfaring.

Wayfaring is Ingold’s metaphor for an individual’s choices to follow an existing 
pathway, diverge from it, and/or forge a new pathway that leads towards a personal 
goal, and as a result of each choice, both pathways and the surrounding environment 
are changed. Ingold’s notion of wayfaring presents us with the proposition that indi-
vidual choices to comply with a designed pathway, find an alternative route, or cre-
ate new a pathway explain how “lives are lived, skills developed, observations made 
and understandings grown” (2011, p. 12). Where Ingold’s description of agency as 
individualistic instances of conforming to, diverging from designed pathways to 
learning, and/or creating new pathways that simultaneously change both the learner 
and the environment, Goodyear et al. (2014) conceptualization of distributed agency 
as a collaborative endeavour to at once find significance through emergent activities 
in a networked learning assemblage and, in the process, change the assemblage 
through dialogue and contribution of additional material resources transforms 
Ingold’s solitary form of wayfaring into a community journey. In networked learn-
ing, wayfaring is working with distributed cognitions.

�Tracing Distributed Cognition in Networked Learning 
Communities

For two decades, delegates of networked learning conferences have been differenti-
ating networked learning praxis from broader e-learning research via shared inter-
ests in participatory pedagogies, collaborative assessment practices, and a relational 
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view of virtual learning communities. McConnell (1998) emphasized “collabora-
tion as the major form of social relationship within a learning context” and the role 
of technologies as “networking people and resources” into “learning communities” 
whose members share “resources, knowledge, expertise, and responsibility through 
reciprocal collaborative learning” (p. v.ii). This situated sociocultural perspective 
emphasizes the role of intersubjectivity in knowledge construction and clearly dis-
tributes opportunities for collaborative knowledge construction across a sociotech-
nical teaching and learning assemblage intended to sustain community. In this 
foundational model for networked learning, technologies were primarily viewed as 
tools for distributing resources and enabling connections (Jones 2000). However, 
the Networked Learning 2002 manifesto clearly positioned community as inclusive 
of “models of learning that are based on participation and not ones that are based on 
transmission” (Beaty et al. 2002, p. 6). The manifesto included expectations that 
“teachers and learners collaborate in the assessment process” and that learners con-
tribute to “the development of learning resources” (Beaty et al. pp. 5–6). Learning 
resources were conceptualized as “both human and material” (Beaty et al. p. 8). 
Making connections with human and material resources for the purpose of collab-
oratively constructing meaning can be seen as a trace of distributed cognition in the 
early years of theorizing networked learning.

While shared valuing of a critical, democratic, digitally connected learning com-
munity has been pivotal in distinguishing networked learning from broader research 
in the field, participation and collaboration discourses have also been interrogated. 
Reynolds et al. (2004) critiqued three approaches to online design and assessment 
practices. In instrumentalist approaches to interactive learning designs, “the idea of 
‘community’ is used as a motivational device”, and there are “fairly normative val-
ues about how groups should work which are conveyed and reinforced by the reward 
process” (para, 4). In emancipatory approaches, technologies are perceived as 
“means by which hierarchical power differentials can be levelled out amongst net-
worked individuals”, but pedagogies remain primarily tutor led and/or facilitated 
(para, 5). In communitarian approaches, democratic principles are valued for their 
own sake; design and assessment decisions tend to include learner perspectives, but 
the darker sides of community—“coercion, conformity, marginalisation of minority 
interests” (para. 6)—tend to be ignored. Thus, Reynolds, Sclater, and Tickner pos-
ited a cosmopolitan approach to design and assessment in networked learning com-
munities that values subcommunities and where there is emphasis on learning from 
difference. The process of learning from difference has been described as a third 
space (Bhabha 2004), “a space for the coexistence of distinct narratives” (Ikas and 
Wagner 2009, p. 2), where there is room to negotiate shared meanings and work 
towards respectfully reconciling differing positionalities without evoking power 
relationships or including a requirement of consensus. Communications in the third 
space are made up of intersubjectivities developed from distributed cognitions.

Ryberg et  al. (2012) call for setting aside “the phenomenon of the individual 
mind” (p. 47), in favour of conceptualizing learning as a collaborative endeavour 
that contributes to community formations that focus on social engagement, shared 
cognitive responsibility, and interactional connections that lead to critical reflections 
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on experiences, provides admittance to a distributed conceptualization of cognition 
in networked learning. Working from a sociomaterial perspective on practices and 
learning, Fenwick (2012) emphasized the agencies of technologies in distributing 
capacities across networks. Oliver (2012) posited the notion of technology as prac-
tice and highlighted the efficacy of acknowledging its “socially constructed charac-
ter” (p. 441). He suggested that technology be understood in a “relational way—as 
something in flux, its meaning determined in important ways by the contexts and 
manner of its use” (p. 442), in order to gain insights into “how people undertake and 
coordinate sociomaterial practices” (p. 443). This positioning of teaching and learn-
ing as sociomaterial practice highlights interactions among human and material 
agencies, distributes sites of learning, surfaces issues of power, and reiterates the 
need for awareness of underlying values enacted in the design in technological envi-
ronments. As agential contributors to human capacities to connect, to engage in, and 
in turn, be changed by emergent social practices, technologies become not quite so 
silent partners of a networked learning community. They co-constitute community 
activity through what they permit and what they prohibit. Their influences become 
entangled in the community’s cognitions.

�Conclusion

Underlying democratic values and sociomaterial, relational views of learning expe-
riences set networked learning apart from broader educational technology scholar-
ship. A key characteristic of this difference has long been the rejection of the notion 
of the individual, isolated mind as a distinct system that produces and contains the 
sum of a person’s cognitions. The epistemology of networked learning focuses on 
moving beyond dualist notions of abstract mind and concrete social practice. The 
ontology of networked learning is based upon a view of the world where learning 
and teaching are sociomaterial assemblages that are held together by commitments 
to criticality, reciprocity, ongoing negotiation, respect for difference, and fostering 
emergent knowledge. Within this political, epistemological, ontological context, 
cognitions are distributed across coordinations, introspections, discourses, materi-
als, communities, institutions, intentions, and practices. Cognitions in networked 
learning are neither in here nor out there: they are both.

References

Alexander, S., & Booth, S. (2008). Methodologies for researching the learning in networked 
learning: Introduction. Retrieved from: http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/
nlc2008/abstracts/PDFs/AlexanderIntro_443-444.pdf

Barsalou, L.  W., Breazeal, C., & Smith, L. (2007). Cognition as coordinated non-cognition. 
Cognitive Processing, 8(2), 79–91.

G. Parchoma

http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2008/abstracts/PDFs/AlexanderIntro_443-444.pdf
http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2008/abstracts/PDFs/AlexanderIntro_443-444.pdf


35

Beaty, L., Hodgson, V., Mann, S., & McConnell, D. (2002). Understanding the implications of 
networked learning for higher education. Retrieved from: http://csalt.lancs.ac.uk/esrc/mani-
festo.pdf

Bereiter, C. (1991). Implications of connectionism for thinking about rules. Educational 
Researcher, 20(3), 10–16.

Bhabha, H. K. (2004). The location of culture. London: Routledge.
Bonderup Dohn, N. (2009). Affordances revisited: Articulating a Merleau-Pontian view. 

International Journal of Computer Supported Collaborative Learning, 4(2), 151–170.
Bonderup Dohn, N. (2014). Implications for networked learning of the ‘practice’ side of social 

practice theories: A tacit-knowledge perspective. In V. Hodgson, M. de Latt, D. McConnell, 
& T. Ryberg (Eds.), The design, experience and practice of networked learning (pp. 29–50). 
New York: Springer.

Clark, J. M., & Paivio, A. (1991). Dual coding theory and education. Educational Psychology and 
Instruction, 3, 149–170.

Cole, M., & Engestrom, Y. (1993). A cultural-historical approach to distributed cognition. In 
G.  Salomon (Ed.), Distributed cognitions: Psychological and educational considerations 
(pp. 1–46). New York: Cambridge University Press.

Conole, G. (2006). The role of ‘mediating forms of representation’ in learning design. Retrieved 
from http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2006/abstracts/pdfs/P32%20
Conole.pdf

Conole, G. (2010). Theory and methodology in networked learning. London: The Open University.
Damasio, A. R. (2012). Self comes to mind: Constructing the conscious brain. New York: Vintage 

Books.
Dewey, J. (1910). How we think. Boston: D. C. Heath & Co..
Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and Education. New York: Macmillan.
Dewey, J. (1938). Education and experience. West Lafayette: Kappa Delta Pi.
Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L., Hodgson, V., & McConnell, D. (2012). The theory, practice and peda-

gogy of networked learning. In L. Dirckinck-Holmfeld, V. Hodgson, & D. McConnell (Eds.), 
Exploring the theory, pedagogy and practice of networked learning (pp. 290–304). New York: 
Springer.

Driscoll, M. P. (2005). Psychology of learning for instruction (3rd ed.). Boston: Allyn and Bacon.
Fenwick, T. (2012). Learning sustainability. Paper presented at the Eighth International Conference 

on Networked Learning Maastricht, The Netherlands. http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/organisa-
tions/netlc/past/nlc2012/abstracts/pdf/Fenwick_Slides.pdf

Fenwick, T., & Edwards, R. (2010). Actor-network theory in education. London: Routledge.
Fox, S. (2001). Studying networked learning: Some implications from socially situated learn-

ing theory and actor-network theory. In C. Steeples & C. Jones (Eds.), Networked learning: 
Perspectives and issues (pp. 77–92). London: Springer.

Fox, S. (2005). An actor-network critique of community in higher education: Implications for 
networked learning. Studies in Higher Education, 30(1), 95–110.

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the Oppressed. New York: Continuum.
Gagné, R. M. (1965). The conditions of learning and theory of instruction (1st ed.). New York: 

Holt, Rinehart & Winston.
Gagné, R., Briggs, L., & Wager, W. (1992). Principles of instructional design (4th ed.). Fort Worth: 

HBJ College Publishers.
Gibson, J. J. (1979). The ecological approach to visual perception of experimental psychology. 

Hillsdale: Lawrence Erlbaum.
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., Carvalho, L., & Bonderup Dohn, N. (2014). Design for networked learning: Framing 
relations between participants’ activities and the physical setting. Paper presented at the Ninth 
International Conference on Networked Learning Edinburgh, UK.

2  Traces of Cognition as a Distributed Phenomenon in Networked Learning

http://csalt.lancs.ac.uk/esrc/manifesto.pdf
http://csalt.lancs.ac.uk/esrc/manifesto.pdf
http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2006/abstracts/pdfs/P32 Conole.pdf
http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2006/abstracts/pdfs/P32 Conole.pdf
http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/organisations/netlc/past/nlc2012/abstracts/pdf/Fenwick_Slides.pdf
http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/organisations/netlc/past/nlc2012/abstracts/pdf/Fenwick_Slides.pdf


36

Goodyear, P., Carvalho, L., & Bonderup Dohn, N. (2016). Artefacts and activities in the analysis of 
learning networks. In T. Ryberg, C. Sinclair, S. Bayne, & M. de Latt (Eds.), Research, boundar-
ies and policy in networked learning (pp. 93–110). New York: Springer.

Gourlay, L., & Oliver, M. (2016). It is not all about the learner: Reframing students’ digital literacy 
as sociomaterial practice. In T. Ryberg, C. Sinclair, S. Bayne, & M. de Latt (Eds.), Research, 
boundaries and policy in networked learning (pp. 93–110). New York: Springer.

Hannon, J. (2014). Making the right connections: Implementing objects of practices in a network 
for learning. In V. Hodgson, M. de Latt, D. McConnell, & T. Ryberg (Eds.), The design, experi-
ence and practice of networked learning (pp. 67–86). New York: Springer.

Hodgson, V., McConnell, D., & Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L. (2012). The theory, practice and peda-
gogy of networked learning. In L. Dirckinck-Holmfeld, V. Hodgson, & D. McConnell (Eds.), 
Exploring the theory, pedagogy, and practice of networked learning (pp. 291–306). New York: 
Springer.

Hodgson, V., de Latt, M., McConnell, D., & Ryberg, T. (2014). Researching design, experience 
and practice of networked learning: An overview. In V. Hodgson, M. de Latt, D. McConnell, 
& T. Ryberg (Eds.), The design, experience and practice of networked learning (pp. 1–28). 
New York: Springer.

Ikas, K., & Wagner, G. (2009). Introduction. In K. Ikas & G. Wagner (Eds.), Communicating in the 
third space (pp. 1–10). New York: Taylor & Francis.

Ingold, T. (2011). Prologue: Anthropology comes to life. In  Being alive: Essays on movement, 
knowledge and description (pp. 3–14). Abington: Routledge.

Jones, C. (2000). Understanding students' experiences of collaborative networked learning. 
Retrieved from http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2000/Proceedings/
Jones_152-158.pdf

Jones, C. (2015). Networked learning: An educational paradigm for the age of digital networks. 
Cham Heidelburg: Springer.

Koper, R., & Olivier, B. (2004). Representing the learning design of units of learning. Educational 
Technology & Society, 7(3), 97–111.

Markauskaite, L., & Goodyear, P. (2017). Epistemic fluency and professional education: 
Innovation, knowledgeable action, and actionable knowledge. Dordreacht: Springer Science 
+ Business Media.

Marton, F., & Pang, M. F. (2008). The idea of phenomenography and the pedagogy of concep-
tual change. In S. Vosinadou (Ed.), International handbook of research on conceptual change 
(pp. 533–599). New York: Routledge.

Mayer, R. E., & Anderson, R. B. (1992). The instructive animation: Helping students build connec-
tions between words and pictures in multimedia learning. Journal of Educational Psychology, 
84, 444–452.

Mayer, R. E., & Moreno, R. (1998). A split-attention effect in multimedia learning: Evidence for 
dual processing systems in working memory. Journal of Educational Psychology, 90, 312–320.

McConnell, D. (1998). Developing networked learning professionals: A critical perspective. 
Retrieved from http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc1998/Proceedings/
Keynote1.pdf

McConnell, D., Hodgson, V., & Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L. (2012). Networked learning: A brief his-
tory and new trends. In L. Dirckinck-Holmfeld, V. Hodgson, & D. McConnell (Eds.), Exploring 
the theory, pedagogy, and practice of networked learning (pp. 3–26). New York: Springer.

Mead, G. H. (1967). Mind, self and society: From the standpoint of a social behaviorist. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press.

Merrill, M.  D. (2002). First principles of instruction. Educational Technology Research and 
Development, 50(3), 43–59.

Morrision, G.  R., & Anglin, G.  J. (2005). Research on cognitive load theory. Application to 
e-learning Educational Technology Research and Development, 53(3), 94–104.

Münsterberg, H. (1914). Psychology, general and applied. New York: Appleton.

G. Parchoma

http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2000/Proceedings/Jones_152-158.pdf
http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2000/Proceedings/Jones_152-158.pdf
http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc1998/Proceedings/Keynote1.pdf
http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc1998/Proceedings/Keynote1.pdf


37

Ohlsson, S. (2011). Deep learning: How the mind overrides experience. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.

Oliver, M. (2005). The Problem with Affordance. E-Learning and Digital Media, 2(4), 402–413.
Oliver, M. (2012). Learning with technology as coordinated sociomaterial practice: Digital litera-

cies as a site of praxiological study. Retrieved from: http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/organisa-
tions/netlc/past/nlc2012/abstracts/pdf/oliver.pdf

Oliver, M. (2013). Learning technology: Theorizing the tools we study. British Journal of 
Educational Technology, 44(1), 31–43.

Orlikowski, W. J. (2000). Using technology and constituting structures: A practice lens for study-
ing technology in organizations. Organization Science, 11(4), 404–428.

Parchoma, G. (2014). The contested ontology of affordances: Implications for researching techno-
logical affordances. Computers in Human Behavior, 37, 360–368.

Reynolds, M., Sclater, M., & Tickner, S. (2004). A critique of participative discourses adopted 
in networked learning. Retrieved from: http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/
nlc2004/proceedings/symposia/symposium10/reynolds_et_al.htm

Ryberg, T., Buus, L., & Georgsen, M. (2012). Differences in understanding of networked 
learning theory: Connectivity or collaboration? In L.  Dirckinck-Holmfeld, V.  Hodgson, & 
D.  McConnell (Eds.), Exploring the theory, pedagogy, and practice of networked learning 
(pp. 43–58). New York: Springer.

Skinner, B.  F. (1938). The behaviour of organisms: An experimental analysis. New  York: 
Appleton-Century.

Suthers, D. D. (2006). Technology affordances for intersubjective meaning making: A research 
agenda for CSCL. International Journal of Computer-Supported Collaborative Learning, 1(3), 
315–337.

Tennyson, R. D., & Rasch, M. (1988). Linking cognitive learning theory to instructional prescrip-
tions. Instructional Science, 17(4), 369–385.

Thompson, T. L. (2012). Who’s taming who? Tensions between people and technologies in cyber-
space communities. In L. Dirckinck-Holmfeld, V. Hodgson, & D. McConnell (Eds.), Exploring 
the theory, pedagogy, and practice of networked learning (pp. 157–172). New York: Springer.

van Merrienboer, J. J. G., Kirschner, P., & Kester, L. (2003). Taking a load off a leaner's mind: 
Instructional design for complex learning. Educational Psychologist, 38, 5–13.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society. Cambridge: Harvard University Press.
Waltz, S.  B. (2006). Nonhumans unbound: Actor-network theory and the reconsideration of 

“things” in educational foundations. Educational Foundations, 20(3/4), 51–68.
Wundt, W. (1921). Elements of folk psychology. London: Allen & Unwin.
Zenios, M., & Goodyear, P. (2008). Where is the learning in networked knowledge construction. 

Retrieved from http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2008/abstracts/PDFs/
Zenios_607-615.pdf

2  Traces of Cognition as a Distributed Phenomenon in Networked Learning

http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/organisations/netlc/past/nlc2012/abstracts/pdf/oliver.pdf
http://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/organisations/netlc/past/nlc2012/abstracts/pdf/oliver.pdf
http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2004/proceedings/symposia/symposium10/reynolds_et_al.htm
http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2004/proceedings/symposia/symposium10/reynolds_et_al.htm
http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2008/abstracts/PDFs/Zenios_607-615.pdf
http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2008/abstracts/PDFs/Zenios_607-615.pdf


39© Springer International Publishing AG, part of Springer Nature 2018 
N. Bonderup Dohn et al. (eds.), Networked Learning, Research in Networked 
Learning, https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-74857-3_3

Chapter 3
Experience and Networked Learning

Chris Jones

Abstract  This chapter reviews the way experience has been understood, and the 
research agendas associated with that understanding, in networked learning. In the 
contemporary context the student ‘experience’ is part of common speech and often 
associated with a consumerist discourse, especially in the UK and USA. The wide-
spread use of digital and networked technologies in education has also given rise to 
a decentring of the subject and an identification of actors in network settings as 
hybrids of humans and machines (including software and code in this category) or 
including machines and objects as actors within a network. With a decentred subject 
does it still make sense to understand learning in terms of the subject’s personal 
experience anymore?

This chapter explores these debates in the context of current educational dis-
course and in relation to prior research and theory in networked learning. Experience 
has a long history associated with phenomenological research and the related but 
distinct approach of phenomenography. It is related to central issues for education 
and learning, in particular the place of the ‘individual’ cognising subject. Experience 
can be thought of as either the essential distinguishing component of the individual 
human subject, or experience can be understood as the subjective component of one 
kind of element in a wider assemblage of humans and machines. In the later under-
standing of experience in assemblages human experience does not separate the 
human actor from other actors in a network and they are understood symmetrically.

It is a long-standing position that the human sciences have a different relation-
ship to their objects of study than natural sciences because the human sciences can 
have access to interior accounts from the ‘objects’ they observe and because human 
subjects can behave in ways that are not predicable, replicable, and which depend 
on an active construction of experience in the world. For networked learning the 
position and role of the human subject is a central concern and human-human inter-
action has always been considered essential. This chapter reasserts the need for a 
proper understanding of experience and explores the place of the human subject in 
the developing research agendas found in networked learning.
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The question addressed in this chapter is: In what ways can networked learning 
think about and incorporate the idea of experience with regard to decentred persons 
in the entanglements forming assemblages?

�Introduction

The student experience has become an accepted ‘buzzword’ in higher education, a 
fashionable term that has largely lost its original technical meaning. In many educa-
tion systems across the world, universities and other higher education providers are 
using standard national and approved institutional surveys as a form of student feed-
back intended to measure the student experience (Shah et al. 2016). In an earlier 
paper, Shah and Richardson defined student experience as:

[…] the learning experience of students in an institution which enriches their learning irre-
spective of the mode of education delivery. The experience subsumes their transition to 
university from school or work, engagement with staff, teaching methods, curriculum con-
tent and learning resources, assessments, technology used in learning, peers, campus life, 
and the value-add of their qualification after graduation. (Shah and Richardson 2016, 
p. 353)

It can be seen from this definition that the apparently simple ‘student experi-
ence’, even when carefully defined, contains several potentially discrete elements. 
This is not how it is widely used, especially in the more heavily marketised educa-
tion systems of the USA and UK in which students are regularly referred to as 
‘customers’ and the student experience is measured in terms of ‘satisfaction’. This 
is not always the same in other European countries (e.g. Germany in which the 
states have abolished fees) although a degree of marketisation can be found in many 
national HE systems (Altbach 2015).

The marketisation of education and the adoption of neo-liberal forms of account-
ability via quasi-market mechanisms necessitate the development of processes to 
surface information allowing students to act as customers in choosing between insti-
tutional providers and providing evidence for government on which they can base 
systems of reward and punishment. This is illustrated in the introduction to a report 
by Universities UK which states:

Students need information so that that they can make informed choices about where to 
study. Universities need information to review and innovate in their teaching and learning 
practices. Government and the public want to be assured that the sector delivers value to 
students, wider society and the economy. (Universities UK 2016, p. 2)

Universities routinely sell a vision of a lifestyle as much as they promote univer-
sity as providing an education or as the strapline to my own university website put 
it in 2015: ‘just studying for a degree’ (Fig. 3.1). Universities sell themselves as a 
commodified service, something worth paying for, using images of smiling happy 
young people. Perhaps this is not surprising in England given that a typical student 
(on a 3-year course outside of London) might expect to graduate with around 
£35,000–£40,000 (42,000–48,000 euros at late 2016 exchange rates) of debt in stu-
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dent loans (Bournsell 2015). This does not include interest charges which currently 
stand at 5.5% per annum. It is reasonable to argue that currently the experience of 
debt is one of the most defining aspects of the overall student experience in the UK 
and USA. However, the partially glossed account of student life captured as ‘the 
student experience’ ignores some of the related and negative effects of marketisa-
tion. In the English system, drop out of students, previously relatively rare, has 
recently increased (Havergal 2016), and there is also increasing evidence of poor 
mental health amongst the student population (Gani 2016). Student experiences of 
a university are varied and not always positive, but it is not in the interests of organ-
isations selling a service to identify this varied set of experiences.

The student experience is part of the competition that is encouraged by league 
tables ranking universities in national and international hierarchies (Sabri 2011). 
The student experience expressed in these tables has become part of the news cycle 
with ‘success’ in surveys and league tables being widely reported. There are now 
several international league tables that reflect national ambitions as well as the 
ambitions of specific institutions. This process gives rise to a peculiar kind of policy 
agenda in which universities are measured against each other with only the top 10, 
50 or 100 places being deemed relevant (Hazelkorn 2015). An average performance 
and being an average institution which offers an average experience is now judged 
to be unacceptable – even though this is statistically irrational. Every university has 
an aim to be amongst the best and provides an excellent student experience. 
Institutions have formal mechanisms to monitor their league table performances 
and adjust their institutional policies to optimise their chances of improving their 
rankings. This competition between institutions is part of a process of the interna-
tionalisation and commodification of learning which valorises ‘the’ individual stu-
dent experience and undermines the conception of education and learning as a 
benefit for all society (Altbach 2015).

It is in this context that this chapter wishes to review and reinstate an older schol-
arly concern with the student experience, understood as a means of gaining insight 
into how the processes of networked learning are understood by those who participate 

Fig. 3.1  The student experience: LJMU website (2015). (video link: https://youtu.be/
Aps0mWnjBo0)
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in them. This longstanding interest has been associated with phenomenographic 
research in networked learning, using both qualitative and quantitative methods (e.g. 
see Booth 2008; Cutajar and Zenios 2012; Goodyear et al. 2005; Jones and Asensio 
2001). There has also been a tradition that is more closely identified with phenome-
nology and a strong notion of what experience and student experience might entail 
(Dohn 2006, 2014; Creanor et al. 2006). Another strong influence has been a socio-
cultural understanding of learning (Engeström 2009; Hodgson et al. 2012; Lave and 
Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998), and more recently there has been a shift towards a more 
sociomaterial understanding of learning, informed by post-humanism and actor-net-
work theory (ANT) (Bayne 2016; Fenwick and Edwards 2010; Thompson 2012). For 
clarity and convenience, I have organised the consideration of experience into three 
parts with the headings, individual, social and assemblage. The chapter ends with a 
discussion which aims to explore the locus of experience and whether it makes sense 
to understand learning in terms of a subject’s personal experience when the subject is 
decentred in an assemblage.

�Individual Experience

Networked learning has an approach to learning which prioritises the connections 
between different elements, and this attitude to learning is complimented by the 
relational approach found in phenomenography (Ellis and Goodyear 2010). Ference 
Marton described phenomenography as:

[…] the empirical study of the differing ways in which people experience, perceive, appre-
hend, understand, or conceptualize various phenomena in, and aspects of, the world around 
them. (Marton 1994, p. 4424)

The aim of phenomenographic research is to describe qualitatively different 
ways of experiencing phenomena (Marton and Booth 1997). Phenomenography’s 
non-dualist approach has generated an extensive literature concerning the learner 
experience (e.g. Marton et al. 1997; Ramsden 2002). In phenomenographic terms 
there is no objective ‘world out there’ nor a subjective world ‘in here’ experience is 
constituted in the relationship between the internal and external, but crucially it is 
constituted internally (Marton and Booth 1997). Experience in phenomenographic 
terms is the internal relationship constituted between persons and phenomena. This 
approach facilitates a second-order research perspective and a focus on the learner’s 
experiences of learning as opposed to learning itself (Marton et al. 1993). The out-
come of phenomenographic research is expressed in qualitative descriptions of the 
variations found in experiences of learning, and this tradition is strongly associated 
with the idea of ‘deep’ and ‘surface’ learning (Haggis 2009) and the broader 
approaches to learning tradition (Ashwin and McLean 2005).

Early work in networked learning informed by phenomenography attempted to 
include the lived experience of students in the discussions about technologies in 
education. A 2-year JISC-funded project concerning students’ experiences of net-
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worked learning (1999–2000) had a key role in formalising and stabilising the 
developing field of networked learning in continental Europe and the UK (Goodyear 
and Carvalho 2014). That project had as its main aim:

To help the UK HE sector come to a better understanding of the potential and problems of 
networked learning, particularly by attending to the student experience and to learning and 
teaching issues. (Goodyear 2000, p. 3)

At that time there was a clear link drawn between networked learning and the 
student experience based on a relational view of learning and the phenomenographic 
tradition (see Jones and Asensio 2001).

Phenomenography allows for both a psychological (individual) and a social 
reading. For example, Ellis and Goodyear emphasising the internal nature of experi-
ence argue that learning remains an individual process and that what goes on 
‘between a person’s ears’ is important for the learning process (Ellis and Goodyear 
2010: 6). They also argue for an ecological framework that locates student difficul-
ties in a mismatch with their environment rather than as individual characteristics 
which are persistent, context free failings. More recently, Markauskaite and 
Goodyear (2017) discuss four accounts of learning, including the phenomenologi-
cal approach based on experience in the context of professional knowledge work. 
They state that they broadly agree with a ‘mentalist’ model rather than either a 
phenomenological or sociocultural model, which is one that suggests ‘stable sche-
mas, models or frameworks that represent structures, causal and logical relation-
ships and processes in the social and material world’ (ibid, p. 131). However, they 
take a distinctly relational approach to mind and mental operations by opening up 
the mind to noncognitive processes such as perception, action and emotion. 
Phenomenography and the mentalist model, as identified by Markauskaite and 
Goodyear (2017), stand in contrast to specifically social and situated views of learn-
ing by locating themselves in a more individualist tradition. The phenomenographic 
and mentalist approaches understood in this way stand out as distinctly relational 
and monist (as opposed to dualist) approaches that emphasise context dependence, 
rather than essential characteristics or styles. Monism in this context refers to the 
refusal to allow for two distinct forms, one internal and one external, and an insis-
tence on the constitution of experience in a relationship between a phenomenon and 
a person. For this reason a monist perspective is often described as relational:

[…] there are some particular advantages to be gained from avoiding dualism entirely and 
seeing the phenomena concerned as relational – neither objective nor subjective, or perhaps 
both at once. One escapes the question of how to bridge between the perceptions of the 
mind and the events of the “outside world”. (Goodyear et al. 2014, p. 141)

The location of the person-in-context opens phenomenography and mentalist 
approaches to a social reading, in which personal characteristics are provisional and 
they can be altered by external interventions such as design, the use of technologies, 
social settings and environments.

Phenomenography has a limited and disputed relationship with phenomenology 
(Hasselgren and Beach 1997) and in networked learning phenomenology has only 
had a limited development (Creanor et al. 2006; Dohn 2006; Oberg and Bell 2012). 
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More broadly, issues concerning networked learning practices, such as the use of 
MOOCs, have also been analysed using phenomenological approaches (Adams 
2014). Phenomenological approaches are relational in a similar way to phenom-
enography and vary according to the stress placed on the emphasis on the internal 
nature of experience or conversely on the nature of the phenomenon experienced. 
They also differ in the way that they discuss the location of experience in relation to 
knowledge. Dohn (2006), for example, draws on Merleau Ponty to emphasise the 
bodily nature of experience and also to suggest a distinction between two senses of 
experience referred to in German as (a) Erfahrung, which relates to cultural learning 
and being experienced in some way, and (b) an experience of a phenomena in the 
here and now and referenced by the word Erlebnis.

The phenomenographic tradition has also provided a bridge between academic 
research and the recent policy initiatives and practice associated with marketisation. 
The quantitative branch of phenomenographic research developed a number of 
instruments (e.g. the Approaches to Studying Inventory (ASI) and the Approaches 
and Study Skills Inventory for Students (ASSIST)), which went on to inform the 
development of national survey instruments deployed as part of public policy initia-
tives (Entwistle and Ramsden 1983; Haggis 2003; Sabri 2011). More broadly, an 
understanding of learning in terms of approaches, conceptions and outcomes has 
become an orthodox policy perspective in the UK and Australia, and it has informed 
the training of teachers in higher education, national student surveys and govern-
ment policies. The incorporation of approaches to learning research into educa-
tional policy has led to context-specific elements of learning being fixed and 
generalised so that the relational aspect of the original approach has often been lost 
(Haggis 2003; Sabri 2011).

The key ideas that phenomenography, phenomenology and the mentalist 
approach have brought to networked learning are:

•	 A relational view of learning (non-dualist)
•	 An understanding that learning was context dependent
•	 A focus on how plans and actions were understood by participants

This clear focus on the relational nature of learning seems to have a natural con-
nection with those theories of learning that emphasised the social context of learn-
ing which was another aspect of research strongly represented in networked 
learning. The connection arises through a common relational conception of learning 
and experience in which experience and learning arise from the person-in-context.

�Social Experience

A key idea of constructivism is that knowledge is created by people, either as indi-
viduals or as part of groups, through experiencing the world and reflecting upon 
those experiences. Because knowledge is constructed by the knower from experi-
ence in the world, it has a relational character and it does not exist externally and 
independently. Consequently knowledge cannot simply be transmitted and received. 
Constructivism can take individual or social forms, but the most significant 
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influence on networked learning has been through ideas related to social construc-
tivism and a broadly social view of learning. The divisions that arose between an 
individual/acquisition metaphor and a social/participation metaphor of learning 
were captured in a seminal article by Sfard (1998) in which she argued that neither 
view was sufficient alone. Sfard argued that:

All our concepts and beliefs have their roots in a limited number of fundamental ideas that 
cross disciplinary boundaries and are carried from one domain to another by the language 
we use. One glance at the current discourse on learning should be enough to realize that 
nowadays educational research is caught between two metaphors that, in this article, will be 
called the acquisition metaphor and the participation metaphor. (Sfard 1998, p. 5)

Networked learning clearly sat at one end of this spectrum with a clear emphasis 
on participation (e.g. see Hodgson et  al. 2012), but following Sfard networked 
learning has never completely abandoned the alternative metaphor of acquisition. 
For example, Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017) argue that:

Over the last three decades (or more), an unhelpful Caresian divide has persisted between 
understanding and doing, mind and body, representation and interaction, cognitive and 
sociocultural, symbolic and situated and material and conceptual. (p. 151)

This view retains a conception of mind and the possibility of acquisition along-
side a rejection of traditional boundaries such as social and cognitive.

Networked learning has particularly drawn on social theories of learning includ-
ing the idea of legitimate peripheral participation and communities of practice (Lave 
and Wenger 1991; Wenger 1998) and activity theory (especially cultural-historical 
activity theory; Engeström 2009). Dewey has been a less explicit influence on net-
worked learning, but his views have been influential because of their emphasis on 
participation, action and experience (Dewey 1916, 1980; Hodgson et  al. 2012). 
Elkjaer set out Dewey’s use of experience which she argued was distinct but easily 
confused with more recent accounts:

Experience is both the process of experiencing and the result of the process. It is in experi-
ence, in transaction, that difficulties arise, and it is with experience that problems are 
resolved by inquiry. Inquiry (or critical and reflective thinking) is an experimental method 
by which new experience may be had not only through action but also by using ideas and 
concepts, hypotheses and theories as “tools to think with” in an instrumental way. (Elkjaer 
2009, p. 75)

This distinction is reminiscent of the comment by Dohn (2006), which was noted 
earlier, on how the German language differentiates between Erfahrung (from the 
root fahren that implies something which occurs over time and is encultured) and 
Erlebnis (an inner lived experience). The word experience in the English language 
conflates these two different senses of experience, but building on a social view of 
learning and informed by Dewey’s ideas, networked learning conceives of experi-
ence (in both senses) as a key aspect of the process of learning and in addition as a 
resource for researchers attempting to understand the ways networked learning is 
enacted through practice.

Lave contrasted her views with many of those associated with the term construc-
tivism and the separation of the individual and cognitive in opposition to an external 
world. She also rejected the radical constructivist relativism in which the world is 
only subjectively or intersubjectively constructed.
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Learning, it seems to me, is neither wholly subjective nor fully encompassed in social inter-
action, and it is not constituted separately from the social world (with its own structures and 
meanings) of which it is part. This recommends a decentered view of the locus and meaning 
of learning, in which learning is recognized as a social phenomenon constituted in the 
experienced, lived-in world…. (Lave 1991, p. 64)

It is this notion of learning as a social and cultural phenomenon constituted in the 
experienced, lived-in world that has been so influential in networked learning.

Whereas constructivism often makes a distinction between the individual’s cog-
nitive experiences and the environment in which the experience takes place, socio-
cultural approaches take a more phenomenological (in the sense of person-in-context) 
and monist approach to experience, understanding experience as being experience 
in the world (De Laat and Lally 2004). The emphasis in sociocultural approaches is 
placed on learning constituted in joint activity, a process of participation in cultural 
practice(s), mutual exchange and dialogue. Subjective experience is understood as 
one aspect of social practice, of activity in the world, inseparable from the nonsub-
jective elements that may be experienced as external. The subject retains a key posi-
tion in activity systems because it is the source of intentional action. The material 
context also plays a role in sociocultural approaches, and technologies are viewed 
as mediating ‘tools’ and cultural artefacts. In this approach the emphasis remains on 
the cultural, social and organisational processes through which learning takes place 
and in which technologies and artefacts are deployed. Phenomenological and socio-
cultural approaches both see technologies and tools as mediators of human experi-
ence, and they have a fundamentally asymmetrical understanding of these 
relationships (Kaptelinin and Nardi 2006). In sociocultural theory humans and 
machines are distinct in character and cannot be treated as being alike.

Sociocultural approaches have provided these key ideas in networked learning:

•	 Learning as a social and cultural activity
•	 Technology as a mediating aspect of human experience
•	 Intentionality and object orientation as key components of activity and 

experience

The sociocultural approach has some key differences with other approaches that 
have become popular in networked learning, particularly actor-network theory 
(ANT) and post-humanism which tend to have a symmetrical understanding of the 
relationships between humans and technology in which heterogeneous networks of 
humans and machines are treated as various nodes in a network or as entanglements 
in an assemblage with humans and machines treated in the same way (Bayne 2015, 
2016; Bayne and Ross 2013; Fenwick and Edwards 2010; Fenwick et al. 2011).

�Assemblages and Experience

Both ANT and post-humanism have distinct positions with regard to the place of 
technologies in relation to humans and of particular relevance to networked learning. 
Both are concerned with how we think about an educational process in which the 
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human subject is not central, and they incline towards a decentred view of education 
and learning which are seen as emergent processes taking place in assemblages of 
humans and non-humans. Post-humanism is a distinct and ambitious project which 
is concerned with ‘what comes after philosophical humanism’ (Bayne 2016, p. 83). 
In the context of this chapter, the important feature of post-humanism is its critical 
stance in relation to how the human subject needs to be rethought in education. Post-
humanism moves away from a notion of education as a process of ‘leading out’ some 
aspect of an essential humanity and refocuses on how the knower and the known are 
co-constituted in relations between the material (including bodily and technological) 
and linguistic and dialogic expressions of intention and understanding.

Although related to social theories of learning, ANT has its own distinctive posi-
tion, but this has been merged by some authors with other social theories of learning 
and post-humanism and universalised as sociomaterialism (Fenwick and Edwards 
2010; Fenwick et al. 2011). Fox had previously drawn attention to the potential of 
ANT in relation to networked learning (Fox 2000 2002, 2005, 2009), but sociomate-
rialism has only recently become a mainstream concern in networked learning. The 
use of the blanket term sociomaterialism has been justified by the claim that all of the 
foundational theories for this approach (ANT, activity theory, post-humanism and 
complexity theory) conceptualise knowledge and capacities as being emergent from 
the webs of interconnections between heterogeneous entities, both human and non-
human. ANT and more broadly sociomaterialist approaches offer the prospect of 
being able to integrate the material technologies and media found in networked learn-
ing into a framework that encompasses people and machines in a symmetrical way.

In an effort to bring Web technologies to critical enquiry, they are treated as key participants 
in this study. The participant list, therefore, included postings; avatars; tool bars; emoti-
cons; archives; community member profiles; viruses; hyperlinks; the delete button; pass-
words and the technology that delivers postings, such as e-mail, discussion forum or RSS 
feed. Human actants include “newbies”, “wannabies”, colleagues, “big names”, celebrities, 
competitors, posers, lurkers, employment recruiters, clients, friends, strangers and online 
paparazzi. (Thompson 2012)

In this example technologies are introduced as component parts of lists that 
include both human and non-human participants that form assemblages – entangle-
ments of actors in a symmetrical relationship. These assemblages are dynamic and 
components act upon each other to bring forth emergent properties that cannot be 
reduced to either context or individual cognition (Fenwick and Edwards 2011).

Learning understood from an ANT perspective is a network effect; it is neither 
understood as an essential cognitive process nor as a personal or social achievement 
(Fenwick and Edwards 2011).

[…] no agent or knowledge has an essential existence outside a given network: nothing is given 
in the order of things, but performs itself into existence. (Fenwick and Edwards 2011, p. 5)

Unlike other sociocultural accounts, sociomaterialism rests on a particular and 
peculiar kind of materialism (Harman 2009; Latour 2005). The ‘relational material-
ity’ found in sociomaterialism understands matter not as discrete reified objects but 
as the effects of dynamic indeterminate processes. Sociomaterialism questions 
accepted categories such as individual and organisation and many accepted binaries 
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such as subject/object and knower/known. ANT clarifies how assemblages and 
entanglements are formed and how they hold together in associations that produce 
effects (Fenwick and Edwards 2011). Agency becomes an outcome of a network, a 
network effect and not an inherent (essential) property of any particular kind of 
agent, either human or machine. Humans, non-humans and hybrid combinations of 
the two are all capable of exerting force, and through their mutual interactions, they 
co-constitute the effect of the assemblage.

Kaptelinin and Nardi (2006) capture different kinds of agency and different 
kinds of agent that arise in computing and computer networks. They distinguish 
between action when thought of as simply having an effect and action which 
involves an intention. This distinction clearly separates their approach from ANT, 
despite the inclusion of activity theory as a contributing source to sociomaterialism. 
Kaptelinin and Nardi argue that despite the fact that different kinds of agents can 
exhibit similar agencies, humans and machines are distinct because of the object 
orientation and intention found in human activity. In this Kaptelinin and Nardi draw 
on the earlier work of Pickering who argued:

We [humans] construct goals that refer to presently non-existent future states and then seek 
to bring them about. I can see no reason to suppose that DNA double helices or televisions 
organise their existence thus… (Pickering 1993, p. 566)

A problem I see with this formulation is that it relies on a clear distinction between 
people and machines, one which is often blurred in assemblages of both people and 
machines. It is conceivable that complex human-machine networks may allow for 
the emergence of intentions which are neither the sole property of a single human 
nor of humans more generally. Assemblages can give rise to human-machine con-
figurations that do have their ‘own’ needs, objects and most importantly intentions 
(Jones 2015). Subjective experience still resides in component parts [black boxes] 
of these assemblages, and experience as a process and experience as an outcome 
both remain of interest for learning and for researchers of networked learning sys-
tems. Persons and the human form remain relatively stable entities over a lifetime 
that educators are still keen to develop.

Sociomaterial approaches have provided these key ideas in networked learning.

•	 Learning as an emergent property of complex systems, a network effect
•	 Technologies and the material as co-constructors with humans of complex 

assemblages
•	 Human agents and their accounts as outcomes of an emergent co-constitutive 

process with the material

This approach has implications for the ways in which we conduct our research 
and the status we grant our data sources (Bayne 2016). The interview no longer 
strives to reveal an essence rather it becomes a temporal and material encounter in 
which the account is a coming together of the persons and the material in an entan-
glement at a particular point in time and space. This approach also has significant 
consequences for new forms of quantitative research often referred to as ‘big data’ 
and for learning analytics in education (Knox 2014). Sociomaterial approaches do 
not sit easily with approaches that suggest data ‘reveals’ patterns and describes real-
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ity. Rather they focus on how the complex systems of data production and represen-
tation co-constitute the very systems they purport to describe, and in this process, 
they often embed, replicate or reinforce pre-existing attitudes and prejudices 
(Williamson 2016b).

�The Contemporary Experience of Being a Student

This chapter argues that while the role of the subject and intentionality remains an 
important and distinguishing feature of human actors in human-machine assem-
blages, the significance of the experience of intentional actors is displaced in these 
configurations. Complex systems have an emergent character in which no single 
actor has a determining role (Clayton and Davies 2006). There are those that go on 
from this feature of emergence to suggest that outcomes in complex assemblages are 
consequences of an uncontrolled process, blind in the way that the evolutionary pro-
cess takes place with no overall designer (Dennett 1995). I want to suggest otherwise 
and argue that in sociomaterial assemblages, the conscious human element retains an 
important and at times decisive role, through (a) design and (b) intentional actions by 
socially located people, but one that needs to be seen as distinctly different from a 
reductive methodological individualism. In particular, intentions are often enacted 
via organised entities in which the individual human actor is constrained by their 
social role and entangled in interactions with a variety of material forces which enable 
and constrain them. Within networks some nodes are more influential than others, 
and over time patterns of entanglement in assemblages can produce effects that are 
persistent and instantiate power relations. While there may not be any single control-
ler/point of control in such systems, there are regulatory controls and some nodes in 
the network which have considerable influence and a significant shaping role.

The role for experience and intentional action that I argue for is especially rele-
vant to education and networked learning in particular. The process described by 
ANT using the terms ‘punctualisation’ and ‘black boxing’ leads to forms of relative 
stability.

[…] the process of punctualization thus converts an entire network into a single point or 
node in another network. (Callon 1991, p. 153)

This stability is a central concern in relation to a learner imbricated in a socioma-
terial culture because the aim of education is to set up persistent patterns of practice 
and stable forms of awareness that prepare students for their futures, a supremely 
intentional activity. Human actors are formed in educational processes via their 
experiences. They become fashioned into stable forms but they remain malleable, in 
the memorable construction ascribed to the Jesuits – ‘Give me a child until they are 
seven and I’ll give you the man (sic)’. The human actor is constantly changing, but 
there remains a stubborn stability, a recognisable continuity over time in persons 
and personalities, across a range of contexts and through a myriad of experiences. 
This is a similar point to that made by Markauskaite and Goodyear (2017, p. 131) 
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and reported earlier when discussing their adaptation of a mentalist approach. 
However, the approach taken here is an inverse process. Whereas Markauskaite and 
Goodyear are opening out from a mentalist model to the conditions beyond the indi-
vidual, I am suggesting opening into the individual from the assemblage in which 
the person is enmeshed. This stability within persons is not passive; it rests on per-
sistent intentional activity and active co-construction in various networks. Networked 
learning is interested in these interactive processes that co-constructively shape per-
sons and which provide characteristics that can be mobilised over a long period, if 
not a complete lifetime. Networked learning is also concerned with the culture of 
learning, both in the means which are used to shape persons and enrol people in their 
own shaping and in the outcomes of that shaping. Learning in networked learning 
has a social and cultural form. In contemporary conditions when experience is stan-
dardised and homogenised into ‘the’ student experience, it leads to a cultural and 
educational outcome which reduce learning, and the learner, to measurable outputs 
that can be tabulated, ranked and processed by hidden codes and algorithms 
(Williamson 2016a). In contrast, networked learning is interested in enabling diverse 
human experiences and a variety of often immeasurable outcomes.

An example of the way experience can play out in an assemblage of humans and 
machines comes from the use of a ‘teacher bot’ reported by Bayne (2015). The 
‘teacher bot’ was developed by a team at the University of Edinburgh to provide a 
level of co-teaching within the massive open online course (MOOC) on ‘E-learning 
and digital cultures’. It was part of an experimental course design which empha-
sised the development of critical understanding and explored a critical approach to 
educational automation. A developer built an automated teacher presence for the 
course Twitter feed which ‘coded in’ something of the teacher function so that it 
became less a question of a living teacher presence and more an assemblage of 
code, algorithm and teacher-student agency. In this research, Student 4 recorded 
their experiences in this way:

[…] the teacher bot led me on a merry chase looking up quotes and obscure academic refer-
ences, which had the interesting side effect of “ambush teaching” me. I will happily admit, 
that I do not feel like I have been to a class. I do not feel like I have been taught, either. I do, 
however, think I have learned something. I’ve certainly been prompted to think…. (Bayne 
2015: 463)

The questions this kind of approach inclines me to think about are: Who/what 
prompted this thinking, and who/what is the author of this experience? Within this 
assemblage the course was designed, the teacher bot developed and the student 
actively engaged. At all these points there are access points to the experiences of 
humans that can be used to inform future iterations of activity. Furthermore, all the 
human activities display a future-oriented intention. This is a classic point about 
intentionality and human agency and therefore the distinction between human and 
natural sciences, which has been often stated, and as noted earlier, it was made 
strongly in relation to strict symmetry by Pickering (1993). Although there are 
assemblages of humans and machines, there is additional access to the human actor 
in ways that the logs of machines or the presence of things do not provide, and these 
humans are acting with a future objective informing their activities.

C. Jones



51

�Conclusions

The question addressed in this chapter was: In what ways can networked learning 
think about and incorporate the idea of experience with regard to decentred persons 
in the entanglements forming assemblages? To even begin to consider this signifi-
cant question, networked learning researchers and practitioners need to clearly sep-
arate themselves from the popularised use of ‘the’ student experience found in 
student surveys, league tables and the commercialised discourse which surrounds 
the introduction of market mechanisms into higher education. Networked learning 
is interested in the many varieties of student experiences not an essentialised and 
singular student experience. This non-essentialist approach also has to deal with a 
second question concerning the symmetry or the nonsymmetrical relations between 
human and non-human actors in the assemblages that arise in networked learning. 
The position argued for in this chapter is that human actors have a specific place, 
even though it is one in which they may have been decentred, one that is not sym-
metrical with non-human actors.

This chapter reviewed the ways experience has been approached in networked 
learning and noted the ways in which this is distinct from the public discourse in 
which student experience is reified and homogenised into ‘the’ student experience 
as a gradable, numerical outcome. Networked learning is interested in experience 
because it provides an additional account from actors. These accounts are relevant 
for learning because they provide an insight into how human actors respond in and 
to the interactions they encounter in educational assemblages and the world more 
generally. The accounts also provide claims made by subjects about their intentions, 
setting out what they assert are their future-oriented rationales for action. They are 
a source of evidence, information and inspiration that can be drawn on for design 
and understanding. Networked learning has been interested in experience as a 
source of knowledge about how human actors interpret the world they are interact-
ing with and how they planfully engage in these interactions.

This outlook remains broadly sociomaterialist in that it continues to conceptual-
ise knowledge and capacities as being emergent from the webs of interconnections 
between heterogeneous entities, both human and non-human.

However, it differs from the strong readings found in ANT and post-humanism 
in that the author argues that all actors cannot be treated as completely symmetrical 
for research purposes because of the particular access that we have to accounts of 
experience from human actors. These accounts are a resource, but they also illus-
trate another aspect of human agency in that they illuminate how a human actor can 
for no apparently good reason do other than that which is expected, a form of exis-
tential choice or freedom. Accounts are a resource that separates human actors from 
non-human actors including complex machines and the non-human parts of assem-
blages they are entangled in. Moreover, the human actor, whether alone or when 
acting as an agent of an organisation, is engaged in intentional and object-oriented 
activity. The designer of a course or a technology anticipates the future and engages 
in the shaping of the entanglements that result from their designs. It is of course the 
case that the designer is not a pure individual, acting alone, and design emerges 
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from interactions involving the designer (intentional actor) in context, an interaction 
between embodied person(s) and things both artefacts and technologies. Other non-
human actors do not (at least currently and in the immediately foreseeable future) 
envisage the future with the intention of managing and manipulating it, and this 
provides an a priori separation of human actors from them. It is possible for human 
actors to envisage that non-human actors and assemblages could exhibit intentions 
and goal-oriented activities, even existential choice, but in these cases, evidence 
must be shown that this is the case and the activity engaged in is not simply a form 
of delegated agency.

In summary, this chapter argues that networked learning research needs to retain 
a focus on human experience and to develop an empirical and theoretical under-
standing of how the decentred human experience in human-machine assemblages 
can help in the design and development of successful learning networks.
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Abstract  The aim of this chapter is to critically examine some discursive effects of 
the ‘paradigm shift’ rhetoric that is commonly used in the advocacy of online higher 
education. The chapter will unpack how that particular rhetoric—which permeates 
generalist discourse about online higher education—impacts upon actual distance 
education practices in specific higher education settings, such as ‘open universities’, 
where distance education is the core institutional function and where the historical 
development of practice has been separated from that of ‘mainstream’ higher educa-
tion. The chapter focuses on the transition from the earlier form of distance educa-
tion, which was largely associated with and led by dedicated distance universities, 
to the current form of online higher education, which operates and is discussed 
more and more frequently in mainstream higher education contexts, such as tradi-
tional campus-based universities. The particular ‘paradigm shift’ rhetoric that 
emerged during that transition will be discussed, and its discursive effects on dis-
tance education practices in open universities will be analysed. The main argument 
is that the rhetoric, as a widespread academic discourse, has generated and contin-
ues to perpetuate a ‘gap’ between learning theories and instructional practices in the 
open university settings—where current distance education practices have arisen 
from a unique course of historical development but which are now subjected to 
‘paradigm shift’ rhetoric being imposed from outside. The implications for 
networked learning research and practice will be discussed, and several suggestions 
will be made, whereby the networked learning community might develop a more 
balanced and critical discourse about online higher education.
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�Short Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to critically examine some discursive effects of the ‘para-
digm shift’ rhetoric1 that is commonly used in the advocacy of online higher educa-
tion (e.g. Harasim 2000; Nachmias 2002). The chapter will unpack how that 
particular rhetoric—which permeates generalist discourse about online higher edu-
cation—impacts upon actual distance education practices in specific higher educa-
tion settings, such as ‘open universities’, where distance education is the core 
institutional function and where the historical development of practice has been 
separated from that of ‘mainstream’ higher education. The chapter focuses on the 
transition from the earlier form of distance education, which was largely associated 
with and led by dedicated distance universities, to the current form of online higher 
education, which operates and is discussed more and more frequently in mainstream 
higher education contexts,  such as traditional campus-based universities. The 
particular ‘paradigm shift’ rhetoric that emerged during that transition will be dis-
cussed, and its discursive effects on distance education practices in open universi-
ties will be analysed. The main argument is that the rhetoric, as a widespread 
academic discourse, has generated and continues to perpetuate a ‘gap’ between 
learning theories and instructional practices in the open university settings—where 
current distance education practices have arisen from a unique course of historical 
development but which are now subjected to ‘paradigm shift’ rhetoric being imposed 
from outside. The implications for networked learning (NL) research and practice 
will be discussed, and several suggestions will be made, whereby the NL community 
might develop a more balanced and critical discourse about online higher education.

To effectively articulate the argument, it is necessary to conceptually separate the 
notions of distance education (DE) and online higher education (HE). I will first 
define DE and then differentiate it from the more recent phenomenon of online HE 
by emphasising two interrelated aspects, namely, its pedagogical historicity and 
contextual specificity.

�Distance Education and Online Higher Education 
and Networked Learning

Although ‘it is difficult to arrive at one definition’ (Schlosser and Simonson 2010, 
p. 34) and forms of distance education (DE) are varied across diverse educational 
levels and contexts, there are two shared elements in general DE practice that have 
long served to distinguish it from conventional, face-to-face education. The first 

1 Rhetoric: The art of effective or persuasive speaking or writing, especially the exploitation of 
figures of speech and other compositional techniques—language designed to have a persuasive 
or impressive effect but which is often regarded as lacking in sincerity or meaningful content 
(Oxford Dictionaries 2016).
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component is the separation of teacher and learner, while the second is the use of 
technological media to unite teacher and learner (Keegan 1996; Moore 1973). In DE 
practices, teaching and learning activities are both technologically mediated and 
pre-planned through institutional, often ‘industrialised’, instructional design and 
production processes (Peters 2007). Unlike online HE, which is a more recently 
emerged educational phenomenon mainly arisen by the popularisation of the 
Internet and other ICTs, DE has developed through a long history, during which it 
has been influenced by a variety of social and political pressures. In fact, the origin 
of DE dates back to the mid-1800s (Larreamendy-Joerns and Leinhardt 2006). The 
first US correspondence programme, Anna Eliot Ticknor’s Society to Encourage 
Studies at Home, was launched in 1873 (Agassiz 1971; Bergmann 2001), and by the 
end of the 1800s, a number of correspondence programmes were provided by elite 
universities (and intellectuals) in both the USA and the UK (Storr 1966).

The Open University of the United Kingdom (UKOU) was established in 1969, 
and over the subsequent decade, 20 other open universities and autonomous DE 
institutions were established in around 10 countries, with a particular stated aim: to 
provide university-level education opportunities to students considered underserved 
by traditional institutions (Perraton 2000). Specialising in distance teaching and DE 
research, those universities strongly differentiated themselves from campus-based 
universities and developed institutional identities based on the efficient and cost-
effective production and delivery of independent correspondence study programmes, 
with a strong focus on affordability for students (Guri-Rosenblit 2009; Peters 2008). 
From its emergence, the academic field of DE research has focused on using a range 
of technological media to support distance learners, usually in ways driven by per-
ceptions of those learners as underserved or disadvantaged, and DE institutions 
have extensively concerned themselves with the pedagogical implications of the 
distance between teachers and learners (Lee 2017). The notion of DE in this chapter 
consciously embraces that unique pedagogical historicity: recognising that the 
ways in which DE practices have developed and been shaped make them a historical 
product, which may not be readily changeable.

DE can also be conceptually separated from online HE by considering its contex-
tual specificity. DE is a term that narrowly refers to those education practices situ-
ated in specific institutional contexts (such as open universities), whereas ‘online 
HE’ nowadays more expansively refers to diverse forms of learning and teaching 
activity mediated or facilitated by ICTs (sometimes only partially) within essen-
tially any HE setting (Edwards 1995; Kanuka and Brooks 2010; Swan 2010). 
Notwithstanding the distinctions emphasised above, in recent years the advent of 
online HE has heralded radical changes in the general perception of DE. Previously, 
in the broader HE discourse, there had been a prevailing perception of DE as a 
second-rate, peculiar or otherwise abnormal education: mainly due to the lack of 
direct interaction (i.e. contact) between teachers and learners (Rumble 2001). That 
lack of interaction was criticised as the ‘Achilles’ heel’ of DE programmes 
(Hülsmann 2009), and it seems to be a core reason why DE received little attention 
from general higher educators or educational researchers. Educational (or instruc-
tional) technologists, whose emphasis was largely on the educational implementation 
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of emerging new technologies, also paid little attention to the original DE contexts, 
where it was more ‘affordable’ or ‘accessible’ technologies that tended to be taken 
up. For example, the personal computer (PC) was, for some time, not considered 
affordable or accessible even for the general public; while educational technologists 
were ‘early adaptors’ ahead of that general public, DE institutions were compara-
tively cautious due to their focus on programme accessibility and affordability for 
the ‘disadvantaged’ or otherwise underserved. Over time, the rapid uptake of PCs 
and the wide circulation of broadband technologies have increasingly provided the 
broad population with access to more cost-effective, many-to-many communication 
tools. In that technological context, the interactive potential of the Internet is 
increasingly perceived as a driving force behind pedagogical innovation both in DE 
and in face-to-face instruction (Harasim 2000; Kanuka and Brooks 2010).

The concept of ‘online higher education’ (i.e. higher education practices medi-
ated or facilitated by ICTs) has rapidly emerged, and it has been repeatedly stated 
that online HE will bring radically different theoretical and pedagogical approaches 
into HE practices and so improve them (Adams 2007; Harasim 2000; Swan 2010). 
It is instructive to consider in detail one specific example anchored in the prevailing 
discourses of online HE context. In 2000, Harasim published an article entitled Shift 
happens: Online education as a new paradigm in learning, where she drew a clear 
conceptual boundary between online HE and other forms of HE (for Harasim, DE 
is conflated into those ‘other forms’) and sought to provide a comprehensive over-
view of pedagogical characteristics distinctive to online HE. Harasim argued that, 
because innovative networking technologies enable many-to-many communication 
to happen ‘any time and any place’, even using a small degree of online networking 
(e.g. e-mail and computer conferencing) would enhance the quality of learning. 
That argument was taken to be valid in both face-to-face or DE contexts. Importantly, 
the development of the discourse of online HE has not been led by traditional DE 
communities; instead, it has been driven by other scholarly communities and 
business-oriented groups, including those concerned with general HE, private HE 
provision and innovation in instructional technology. As a result, in this develop-
mental process of conceptualising online HE and its discourses, the unique features 
of DE (i.e. its pedagogical historicity and contextual specificity) have not been fully 
considered and discussed. Additionally, the pedagogical differences between online 
HE and DE practices have come to be somewhat narrowly explained: as a product 
of the distinctive features of Internet technologies and their advantages in compari-
son to other DE media (such as postal correspondence, television and radio).

One consequence is that online HE has become conceptualised and characterised 
as interactive and collaborative due to the communicative features of the Internet, 
that is, as an innovative form of social learning practice (Garrison and Kanuka 
2008). DE, on the other hand, has been conceptualised as being limited to individu-
alised learning practices (Schlosser and Simonson 2010). Consequently, online HE 
was initially regarded as superior to DE and, over time, has been seen as preferable 
even to face-to-face education (Garrison and Kanuka 2008). Alongside a gradual 
proliferation in the educational use of ICTs for supporting connection and collabo-
ration among learners and teachers, different academic communities and theories 
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have rapidly emerged, developed and sought to obtain academic legitimacy and 
popularity.2 Prominent examples are computer-supported collaborative learning 
(e.g. Dillenbourg et al. 1996; Stahl et al. 2006), networked learning (e.g. Goodyear 
et  al. 2004; Dirckinck-Holmfeld et  al. 2012) and a range of social constructivist 
instructional design theories (e.g. Jonassen 1991; Jonassen et al. 1995). The remain-
der of the chapter considers how those newly emerging and fast-circulating dis-
courses about general online HE, which stridently legitimate social constructivist 
learning approaches and denigrate the more individualistic pedagogical approaches 
often used in DE, have affected and continue to affect DE practices in specific open 
university contexts. It is important to stress immediately that the aim of the chapter 
is not to criticise any particular set of learning theories (or the research communities 
committed to advancing those theories) and nor is it to develop broad claims about 
the current status of online HE research and practice. Rather, the chapter carefully 
demonstrates how common assumptions about theoretical and technological devel-
opment in general online HE, which are based on somewhat tacit ‘progressive’ 
views of human history, are serving to widen the distance between learning theories 
and instructional practices in specific DE institutions.

�A Theoretical Framework

To elaborate my argument, it is first necessary to clarify the meaning of two impor-
tant underpinning notions: discourse and theory. Throughout the chapter I follow a 
Foucauldian conceptualisation of those notions. Foucault’s approach to discourse 
can be distinguished from a more general ‘linguistic’ approach that focuses on ana-
lysing language at the conversational or dialogical levels; instead, discourse in 
Foucault’s works (1985, 1990, 1995) refers to taken-for-granted assumptions or 
beliefs, which are shared among people in contemporary society or within a particu-
lar community (Gee 1996; Hook 2001; Mills 2004). Dominant discourses operate 
as effective systems of thought within a society: exerting discursive power upon that 
society by imposing particular ways of thinking, talking and behaving upon its 
members and, consequently, setting limits on what can be thought, discussed and 
practised. From this Foucauldian perspective, dominant academic discourse can be 
effectively understood through the lens of Bourdieu’s term habitus (Bourdieu 1993). 
Habitus, in a simple sense, refers to the culture of an academic field—or ‘the logic 
of practices’ in the field—which often carries unchallenged or hidden contradic-
tions. That ‘culture’ or ‘logic’ produces a ‘conditioned and conditional freedom’ for 
members of the academic field, such as researchers (Bourdieu 1990, p. 53). That is, 
habitus generates ‘things to do or not to do, things to say or not to say, in relation to 
a probable “upcoming” future’ (i.e. regulations or possibilities) in a particular aca-
demic field—such as the field of philosophy in Bourdieu’s own analytic work 
(Bourdieu 1990, p. 53). In this sense, it can be argued that the habitus of a particular 

2 That issue of popularity will be discussed in more detail later in the chapter.
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academic field plays an equivalent role in that research community to the rules that 
dominant academic discourse plays.

‘Theory’, in a more traditional sense, can be defined as a set of descriptive, 
predictive and sometimes prescriptive claims about a certain social phenomenon; its 
explanatory function helps its users understand their world and so guides their prac-
tices in particular ways (Bennett and Oliver 2011; Popper 1963; Trowler 2012). The 
production of theories is neither straightforward nor explicit—instead, it involves 
complex disciplinary relations, interests and practices, and the question of ‘what is 
a legitimate theoretical claim?’ is usually controlled by dominant discourses in the 
academic field at the time the theory is under examination. From the perspectives 
both of Bourdieu (1990) and Foucault (1995), therefore, disciplinary knowledge 
(i.e. ‘theory’) is neither objective nor a universal truth; instead, it is a subjective and 
historical (or social) product created and validated within some particular academic 
field. Although ‘theoretically’ theory is supposed to be open to any attempts at refu-
tation, at some point a given theory comes to establish an academic legitimacy, and 
thereafter it is difficult to challenge or to refute that theory. One reason for that dif-
ficulty is that academic practices (e.g. research) are always underpinned by theories, 
which serve to condition what is researched, how it is researched and what can be 
seen and learned from research (Foucault 1977). To Foucauldian scholars, there-
fore, it is more important to examine the dominant discourse than to focus on spe-
cific aspects of theory itself. The purpose of doing so is to understand ‘how and 
under which conditions has a certain theory emerged and become legitimate’ and in 
doing so to open up certain theoretical assumptions to a process of revalidation.

In the next section, I will elaborate one particular paradigm shift rhetoric in 
online HE. Thus, I will give a close look at how the paradigm shift discourse shapes 
other theoretical claims in one academic text (Harasim 2000). That paper provides 
a useful illustrative example for several reasons. Firstly, the text states some assump-
tions explicitly that may remain tacit in other published arguments. Secondly, the 
fact that the paper is published in one of the early volumes of Internet and Higher 
Education, which is regarded as one of the most influential journals in the field of 
online HE—and is also broadly read by, and contributed to, scholars in other rele-
vant academic circles including general HE and instructional technology—suggests 
that this text may not only reflect but also influence dominant discourses in the 
particular education context. Lastly, focusing on that single academic text at that 
moment in the argument is a strategic methodological decision to effectively 
analyse the discourse and its discursive product, which cannot be directly analysed. 
The aim is to clearly demonstrate, within the limited space in the chapter, how the 
discourse shapes a number of rhetorical or unproven claims about online HE and its 
practice. A brief overview of the development of the early DE theories, which is 
quite different to the common account of the theoretical evolution of online HE (or 
general online education), will subsequently be deployed. In doing so, the basis of 
some of Harasim’s rhetorical claims will be weakened, while, more broadly, the 
dominant ‘progressive’ view of the theoretical and technological development of 
DE will be brought into question.
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�A Paradigm Shift Rhetoric in Online Higher Education

In 2000, in an article entitled Shift happens: Online education as a new paradigm in 
learning, Linda Harasim, a Canadian scholar well-known for her writing on online 
HE, proclaimed that a paradigmatic shift had happened in HE. It is worth examin-
ing the rhetorical mechanisms by which Harasim seeks to substantiate that 
assertion.

Affirming online HE as a new paradigm in learning, Harasim begins the article 
by quoting a short passage from Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific 
Revolutions (1970):

The proponents of competing paradigms practice their trades in different worlds... 
Practicing in different worlds [they] see different things when they look from the same 
point in the same direction... [B]efore they can hope to communicate fully, one group or the 
other must experience the conversation that we have been calling a paradigm shift. 
(p. 150 in Harasim 2000)

Subsequently, the article presents an overview of the development of online HE 
oriented around several historical milestones (such as the invention of the World 
Wide Web in 1992) and significant ‘firsts’ in online HE activities that contributed to 
the paradigmatic shift (such as first totally online course in adult education in 1981 
and first online programme for executive education in 1982). She summarises the 
relatively short history of online HE to the point of writing as follows:

In its vibrant 25-year history, online [higher] education has tackled tough questions and 
developed various models to try to understand how new methods of learning and teaching 
can be effective, exciting, and relevant. But while developments in the 1980s and 1990s 
prepared for a revolution in the field of education, most of the noise generated in the media 
questioned the value and quality of online [higher] education and expressed the concerns of 
some faculty who felt they would be displaced by less well-trained staff. [emphasis added]

In the passage above, Harasim characterises online HE positively as ‘a revolution 
in the field of education’, while she describes questions or concerns about online 
education more negatively, for example, as ‘noise’. Throughout her article, Harasim 
persistently uses progressive words such as ‘new’ (37 times alongside different 
nouns such as paradigm, understanding, approach, modes, forms, methods, etc.), 
‘change’ (17 times) and ‘shift’ (16 times) to emphasise how online HE is fundamen-
tally and paradigmatically different from traditional face-to-face HE and 
DE. Harasim’s favourable attitude towards online HE is also explicit in her linguis-
tic deployment of the terms ‘effective’ and ‘exciting’, used to characterise those 
pedagogical changes in HE facilitated by the adoption of ICTs. While many readers 
will no doubt readily recognise such rhetoric, it is worth emphasising that this posi-
tive attitude towards online HE commonly appears in other literature on online edu-
cation published around the same time as Harasim’s article (cf. Clark 2001; Huang 
2002; Kekkonen-Moneta and Moneta, 2002).3

3 For example, Clark (2001) discussed the advantages of online learning environments to provide 
more learner-centred learning experiences by stimulating learner collaboration and discussion, and 
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Harasim’s article defines online HE education rather expansively: as ‘new modes 
of educational delivery, new learning domains, new principles of learning, new 
learning processes and outcomes, and new educational roles and entities’ (p. 45). 
The following passage from the article clearly separates online HE from DE:

Online education is not the same as distance education, although it shares some of the same 
attitudes. Both are any place, any time, and largely text-based. However, the critical differ-
entiating factor is that online education is fundamentally a group communication phenom-
enon. In this respect, it is far closer to face-to-face seminar-type courses. (p.  49–50) 
[emphasis added]

By contrasting two pedagogical approaches that higher educators have adopted 
when implementing ICTs in their instructional practices, Harasim again stresses the 
essence of the ‘new learning paradigm’ in online HE, by which is meant some form 
of ‘collaborative’ or ‘constructivist’ learning:

Ironically, the technological solutions provided by the Web also introduced new problems 
or exacerbated existing ones [...] Two basic models of online courses thus emerged: one 
based on collaborative learning and interaction, and the other based on publishing informa-
tion online [...] The second, based on the old model of transmission of information or lec-
ture mode seemed to flourish during the late 1990s, but then its weaknesses became evident. 
At the same time, new tools and environments customized for education based on educa-
tional interaction and collaboration were emerging. (p. 52) [emphasis added]

This passage clearly implies the recognition that the learning paradigm shift in 
HE is much more complex than simply adopting ICTs. Harasim next advocates, 
therefore, a collective effort to ‘intentionally’ shape the paradigmatic shift in HE 
and transform HE practices, through designing online courses based on the peda-
gogical principles suggested by this new learning paradigm:

Humans have experienced several paradigmatic shifts, but they have never intentionally 
shaped them. Today, we have the unique opportunity and responsibility to engage in design-
ing, at least to some degree, the world that we, and future generations, will inhabit. (p.52)

Seemingly, such a call seems to indicate that, in fact, the paradigm has not yet 
shifted—so inevitably calling into question the validity of Harasim’s earlier claim 
that online education has shifted the learning paradigm in HE. Nevertheless, with-
out explicitly addressing those contradictions, Harasim goes on to reinforce her 
earlier argument: by presenting a large set of empirical data collected from her own 
research project on the Virtual-U, one of the first Web-based learning environments 
in which over 15,000 students and 220 instructors participated in over 439 courses 
in 1999. Harasim mentions that 100% of Virtual-U courses incorporated some form 
of networking and collaborative learning activities, argues that students actively 
participated in those activities and then claims that these courses produced entirely 
new learning patterns in HE. Based on similar descriptive data from the same proj-
ect, Harasim further insists that students in online course produce more personally 
meaningful knowledge by collaborating in groups; the implication she seeks to 

Kekkonen-Moneta and Moneta (2002) presented their comparative case study result that suggests 
online education fosters higher-order learning compared to lecture.
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draw is that the educational role of online instructors is not to provide knowledge 
but to facilitate the process of collaborative knowledge construction among stu-
dents. In her conclusion, Harasim reaffirms that the learning paradigm shift ‘hap-
pens’ as online education matures in HE and that, as a result, traditional learning 
and teaching processes and outcomes are transformed into new ones based on a new 
paradigm of collaborative networked learning:

The convergence of the computer network revolution with profound social and economic 
changes has led to a transformation of education at all levels. The new paradigm of collab-
orative networked learning is evident in the new modes of course delivery being offered, in 
the educational principles that frame the educational offerings, the new attributes that shape 
both the pedagogies and the environments that support them and that yield new educational 
processes and outcomes. (p. 59)

Notwithstanding the dubious consistency of the argument about paradigmatic 
change, since 2000 this article has been continuously cited—thus amplifying 
Harasim’s impetuous conclusion and normative claims through repetition and 
reinforcement throughout much other literature concerned with online HE.  For 
example, Nachmias (2002) cites the above excerpt from Harasim’s conclusion 
when he proposes a research framework for Web-based instruction that includes a 
research focus on ‘shifts and paradigmatic changes in pedagogical practice result-
ing from the implementation of the new technologies’ (p. 215). Daly et al. (2004), 
in their article about teacher learning, also use Harasim’s explanation about the 
close relationship between a new learning paradigm and new communication tech-
nologies, on the basis of which they argue that teachers need to transform their 
pedagogies alongside the current educational changes facilitated by the new learn-
ing perspectives and technologies. Papastergiou (2006), similarly, cites Harasim’s 
article along with several other online education ‘pioneers’. She does so as part of 
an argument stating that ICT technologies support the implementation of a social 
constructivist approach to learning, which they do by providing communication 
and knowledge sharing tools and thereby ‘enabling the creation of online learning 
communities for construction of shared knowledge across barriers of space and 
time’ (p. 595). Papastergiou goes on to argue that those technologies can transform 
the traditional educational processes of HE and to claim that applying constructiv-
ist learning approaches in face-to-face instruction is difficult, if not impossible, 
without using ICTs.

As mentioned earlier in the introduction, this chapter seeks to position such 
claims about the ‘paradigm shift’ more critically: as one of several rhetorical but 
dominant academic discourses that have discursive effects, in particular of widening 
the gap between learning theories and instructional practice in particular DE institu-
tions. To further that argument in light of the analysis of Harasim’s paper, it is 
instructive to highlight the Kuhnian notion of paradigm on which Harasim draws 
and to contextualise it within the theoretical framework of this study. Kuhn’s origi-
nal notion of paradigm is, in fact, closely related to Foucault’s concept of dis-
course—i.e. a system of thoughts that decides legitimate knowledge, thoughts and 
statements in each society—as well as to Bourdieu’s term habitus, which decides a 
logic of practices in an academic community. Kuhn (1970) uses the term paradigm 
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to refer to a system of inquiry shared by the members of a certain scientific com-
munity: the ‘sets of rules and standards about truth—what is to be studied, why, and 
how’ (Popkewitz and Brennan 1997, p. 300). That is, paradigmatic understandings 
decide whether a certain inquiry will be considered scientific or not. Kuhn’s account 
of paradigm shifts, moreover, focuses on incommensurable differences between old 
and new paradigms.

Kuhn’s (1970) argument denies the absoluteness of a single paradigm but instead 
illustrates that a multiplicity of paradigms contest fields of science at any given 
moment. In other words, scientific communities with different paradigms pursue 
their investigations in different, or even conflicting, ways at the same historical 
moment. Similarly, from a Foucauldian perspective, there are always multiple 
‘competing’ discourses in a particular society, among which it is the dominant dis-
course that regulates the production of legitimate knowledge and the members’ 
practices (Foucault 1995). Note how both the Kuhnian and Foucauldian arguments 
suggest that the emergence of a new paradigm does not necessarily mean that other 
discourses, including previously dominant ones, immediately fade away and entirely 
lose their discursive power within the given society. A paradigmatic shift in science, 
in fact, does not simply happen by the birth of a new paradigm or the advent of an 
individual theory, but it involves a series of phases in which the new paradigm is 
transformed into dominant normal science (Kuhn 1970). From this perspective, the 
Kuhnian paradigm ‘shift’ can be understood as congruent with a Foucauldian focus 
on ‘discontinuity’ or ‘rupture’ in social history (Foucault 1985). Neither a shift nor 
a rupture takes place under a certain social group’s direction to change through 
intentional planning; instead, these events emerge from complex discourse and 
knowledge relations and developmental phases.

Paradoxically, however, the way in which the term paradigm shift has migrated 
into broader social sciences is in line with the usage highlighted in the above analy-
sis: it is often used as a prescriptive notion that implies a volitional change, contrast-
ing with Kuhn’s original definition of paradigmatic change. Stickney (2006), for 
example, observes that paradigm shift, as a discourse in teacher education, is often 
rhetorically associated with descriptions of global, societal trends and that it is fre-
quently used on that basis to legitimise authoritarian educational policies or to nor-
matively legitimate campaigns within the local level of school context. Stickney 
further argues that the paradigm shift rhetoric is misused in diverse school reform 
projects, where it is utilised as a powerful tool to force teachers to develop a unified 
identity—as change agents who actively and collectively participate to realise top-
down reform initiatives in their schools. Interestingly, in this context, the notion of 
paradigm shift has itself, in turn, seemingly become a dominant discourse leading 
educational change and exerting influence upon teachers’ beliefs and practices.

Harasim’s work provides a useful illustrative example of how Kuhn’s concept of 
paradigm (or paradigm shift) has lost its original legitimacy and rather become 
adopted as a legitimating rhetoric in online HE. Crudely used, that rhetoric contrib-
utes to the oversimplification of complex changes in social practice whose genesis 
is multifaceted, that is, influenced by multiple factors at different contextual levels, 
both at local and global level. In the present example, the paradigm shift rhetoric, in 
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the process of unsophisticatedly contrasting DE as old learning paradigm (one that 
is teacher-centred and non-interactive) and online HE as new paradigm (one that is 
learner-centred and interactive), fails to consider the pedagogical historicity and 
contextual specificity of DE. Paradigm as a rhetorical academic discourse has lost 
its descriptive power; instead, it exerts a discursive power by prescribing right, 
effective or legitimate ways of designing online courses and being an online 
instructor.

�A Distance Between Theories and Practices

As mentioned earlier, this chapter analyses the discursive effects of the paradigm 
shift rhetoric on DE practices in specialist ‘open university’ settings. The previous 
section illustrated how paradigm shift rhetoric generates certain pedagogical and 
theoretical claims about online HE—ones that, among other things, raise the status 
of collaborative and constructive learning theories and disparage ‘old’ pedagogical 
approaches to DE. Building on that foundation, the present section problematises 
‘progressive’ assumptions about the historical development of online HE theories, 
which are commonly advocated as some sort of ‘evolution’ in general learning theo-
ries. Against that general ‘evolutionary’ view, the section counterposes, once more, 
the divergent contextual specificity and pedagogical historicity of DE theory and 
practice.

Let us begin by considering how the ‘historical development’ of learning theo-
ries is typically presented in accounts of online HE.  Once again, the account is 
congruent with the work of Harasim (2012), but analogous accounts can easily be 
found elsewhere in the literature (e.g. Koschmann 1996; Swan 2005). Jones’s (2015) 
work, concerning a development of NL research in post-compulsory level, also pro-
vides a good summary of the general theories of learning, which is complemented 
by some of the alternative views of learning.

How people learn has always been an important question in education; it is 
assumed that only if we know how people learn are we able to teach them or to 
effectively design learning experiences (Bransford et al. 2000). At present, the dom-
inant bodies of literature on online HE literature largely follow a broadly construc-
tivist understanding of how people learn—regarding learning as ‘an active process 
of constructing rather than acquiring knowledge, and instruction is a process of 
supporting that construction rather than communicating knowledge’ (Duffy and 
Cunningham 1996).

Not very long ago, however, behaviourist learning theories (e.g. Skinner’ pro-
grammed instruction) and cognitivist learning theories (e.g. Wittrock’s generative 
learning model) dominated most education contexts. Skinner in his article, The sci-
ence of learning and the art of teaching published in 1954, argued that programmed 
instructional materials should include small steps of desirable behaviour changes, 
ask frequent questions and offer immediate feedback and allow for individual self-
paced approaches. He also advocated that the aversive, oppressive and often corporal 
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behaviour control techniques prevalent in his time be replaced by ‘scientific meth-
ods’, such as the systematic analysis of learning and the optimal arrangement of 
reinforcement for desired behaviour. Behaviourist learning theorists (e.g. Watson, 
Thorndike and Skinner) focused on making instruction individually tailored and 
designed to maximise its instructional ‘effectiveness’: that is, to provoke positive 
behavioural changes (Harasim 2012). Later, Wittrock’s (1992) generative learning 
model defined learning as acquisition of factual information and suggested that 
people learn new knowledge by generating connections between new information 
and their prior knowledge. Cognitivist learning theorists were interested in learners’ 
internal mental process of knowledge acquisition, based on various information-
processing models (Harasim 2012). From the vantage point of this cognitivist learn-
ing approach, effective teaching provides a learning task meaningful to individual 
learners and carefully organises and presents materials as ordered chunks: ordered 
from simple to complex and so as to build on prior memory.

During the period of the 1990s–2000s, there was an important pedagogical 
change in general education contexts: a move from cognitivism to constructivism 
(Bruner 1986; Piaget 1973; Von Glasersfeld 1984; Vygotsky 1978). This transition 
is mostly explained with respect to an epistemological or philosophical shift from 
objectivism to constructivism (e.g. Jonassen 1991; Swan 2005; Vrasidas 2000). In 
this account, whereas objectivists believe that the world is structured and knowl-
edge is objective and external to the knower, constructivists argue that the world is 
constructed in each individual’s mind and knowledge is subjective. That is, con-
structivist learning theories are fundamentally based on constructivist views about 
knowledge and knowing. The core ideas of constructivist learning theories are that 
i) when we encounter a new idea or experience, we either assimilate it into our exist-
ing knowledge or accommodate it by restructuring and developing our previous 
framework of understanding (Piaget 1973), and that ii) people construct their own 
understanding of the world through interacting with their environments and creating 
meaning from personal experiences (Vygotsky 1978). Learning—an active process 
of constructing knowledge by interacting with other people and environments—is, 
therefore, not an individual process but a social practice (Wenger 1998).

In parallel, the development of instructional technologies has been taken as an 
opportunity for the theorising of social learning or collaborative learning, with a 
focus on how to design constructivist learning environments and support students 
within them (Hillman et al. 1994; Koschmann 1996; Paavola et al. 2004). To cite 
one example, social constructivist learning environments are set up as being those 
that ‘engage learners in knowledge construction through collaborative activities that 
embed learning in a meaningful context and through reflection on what has been 
learned through conversation with other learners’ (Jonassen et  al. 1995, p.  12). 
Thus, it is suggested that teachers and instructional designers might focus on devel-
oping interactive and collaborative environments rather than controlling behaviours 
and outcomes and prescribing information into sequences (Swan 2005). For exam-
ple, Garrison and Anderson (2003) propose the Community of Inquiry model whose 
three key factors are environmental: designing for cognitive presence, social pres-
ence and teaching presence. This model does not suggest a prescriptive or procedural 
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approach to instructional design but identifies particular instructional strategies and 
teaching behaviours that might foster the development of ‘community’ among 
learners. Scardamalia and Bereiter’s (1994) knowledge building framework, simi-
larly, conceptualises learning as a collaborative knowledge building process and 
carries the implication that a focus of education for the knowledge age should be to 
engage children in that knowledge building process. Scardamalia (2002) identified 
12 principles of knowledge building that might comprise successful collective 
inquiry processes and suggested that teachers become guides or facilitators, allow-
ing students to have a collective responsibility, as a knowledge building community, 
for their own learning.

From a broader theoretical perspective, the computer-supported collaborative 
learning (CSCL) research community has been committed to advancing collabora-
tive learning theories from its inception. That group of researchers have tried to 
better understand ‘how people can learn together with the help of computers’ (Stahl 
et al. 2006, p. 409) and how to design technologies to support learners’ collective 
meaning making or knowledge building processes (e.g. Dillenbourg et  al. 1996; 
Scardamalia and Bereiter 1994). Networked learning (NL), which is defined as 
‘learning in which information and communication technology 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), is another research community that shares with CSCL a commitment to col-
lective collaboration in learning (Jones 2015). It is within that same general histori-
cal narrative of the development of learning theories that the current ideas and 
approaches prevailing in the academic field of ‘online HE’ are also deeply situated. 
As shown in the preceding section, online HE is commonly associated with the 
‘new’ constructivist learning paradigm, whereas ‘other’ forms of DE are devalued 
on the basis that they are based on ‘old’ paradigms such as behaviourism, cognitiv-
ism or objectivist epistemological views. It is my intention here to briefly present a 
different narrative about the theoretical development of DE—to problematise the 
oversimplified conceptual boundaries between online HE and DE, which may be 
caused by the ‘progressive’ views of a one-directional move from ignorance to 
enlightenment, a move which has already been critiqued by other thinkers with 
regard to other fields4 (e.g. Foucault 1995).

Early scholars in DE (e.g. Charles A. Wedemeyer and Michael G. Moore in the 
USA, Börje Holmberg in Sweden, Otto Peters in Germany) were concerned to for-
mulate instructional models for independent correspondence study, augmented by 
different communication media (such as telephone tutoring). Because learning in 
correspondence study programmes is fundamentally organised around 

4 In a relevant field of educational technology, such critique of the progressivism often appears as 
a form of counter-arguments or criticisms against ‘technological determinism or essentialism’ as 
well as blind ‘enthusiasm or boosterism’ towards new technologies (e.g. Jones 2015; Selwyn 
2013). Although these critiques will not be directly discussed in this chapter in order to closely 
maintain my focus on the paradigm shift rhetoric, it is worth noting that these critiques provide 
meaningful insights for understanding the present problem in this chapter in a broader and deeper 
sense.
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knowledge-transmitting or broadcasting activities targeted towards individual learn-
ers, who independently complete guided reading or other exercises, it is often asso-
ciated with the behaviourist-cognitivist learning theories (e.g. Anderson and Dron 
2011; Jonassen et al. 1995). However, counterintuitively, the original DE instruc-
tional models devised in the 1960s–1970s did not take their inspiration from the 
popular behaviourist paradigms of that time. Instead, many essential elements of 
early DE models emerged from quite separate analyses of unique and inherent con-
textual characteristics of DE practices. For example, the industrial production model 
for DE of Peters (1967) arose from a practice-oriented recognition that, in DE, all 
teaching and learning materials and activities need to be carefully planned, organ-
ised and clearly presented before courses are provided to students. Peters (1967) 
took inspiration from industrial production, applying analogous insights and tech-
niques (about formalised divisions of labour, mechanisation, mass production, 
economies of scale and so on) into DE production and delivery processes, for the 
purposes of increasing both cost-effectiveness and teaching effectiveness. Peters’ 
model was perceived as having great practical utility to DE contexts, and it was on 
that basis that it was taken up as an organisational model for many DE institutions, 
including the Open University in the United Kingdom, and indeed it is still utilised 
in many DE institutions (Garrison 2000).

In addition, it should be recognised that distance learners in early correspon-
dence study programmes were mostly adults with limited access to face-to-face 
HE. Therefore, many of the critical elements of the early instructional models (e.g. 
autonomy, dialogue, structure) took more inspiration from the instructional design 
practices of ‘adult education’ (i.e. andragogy in Knowles 1985), rather than the 
behaviourist-cognitivist learning theories being discussed across formal education 
settings, including both K-12 and HE (Anderson 2013; Moore 2013). The adult 
education literature is the foundation, for example, of Wedemeyer’s (1981) indepen-
dent study model, which emphasises student-centred or self-directed learning. It is 
also closely connected to Holmberg’s teaching-learning conversation model—origi-
nally a guided didactic conversation model—which emphasises relational qualities 
and promotes the view that ‘feelings of personal empathy and personal relations 
between learner and teacher support motivation for leaning and tend to improve the 
results of learning’ (Holmberg 2007, p. 69). Building upon Wedemeyer’s indepen-
dent study model, Moore (1990) developed the theory of transactional distance, 
which seeks to illustrate the relationships between three instructional components: 
course structure, teacher-learning dialogue and learner autonomy. According to that 
model, DE can be retrospectively seen as providing experiences aligned simultane-
ously with behaviourism, cognitivism and constructivism learning, with the diver-
gence of emphasis located around the particular difference in transactional distance 
in the situation (Moore 2013).

Although several technologies (such as TV and radio) had been introduced and 
utilised to augment teaching effectiveness, DE practices remained largely wedded 
to independent correspondence study and industrial production models until the 
1990s. In the early 2000s, the rapid development of ICTs and their educational 
applications started to be seen by DE institutions as providing opportunities for 
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improving, although not necessarily revolutionising, their DE practices. At the same 
time, however, this situation resulted in a rapid increase in the size of the online HE 
enterprise, which began to be perceived by many social groups as attractive market-
able commodities (Harting and Erthal 2005), and subsequently, new online HE pro-
viders (competitors from the DE institutions’ perspective) emerged: such as online 
universities using advanced ICT infrastructures and aggressive marketing strategies 
and well-known campus-based universities starting to provide more programmes 
online. In this context, the growing scholarly emphasis on constructivist-informed 
pedagogical practices began to exert pressure on DE institutions for adopting new 
models of instructional production and delivery (Ice 2010). Yet, since that time, 
large DE institutions, including many open universities, have experienced a notice-
ably slower adoption of ICTs—compared to the new online HE providers that origi-
nated in the Internet era—and DE institutions have particularly struggled to 
implement social constructivist learning paradigms (Bates 2008).

One critical barrier to technological and pedagogical change that DE institutions 
have experienced is related to their adherence to the cost-effectiveness principle, set 
out earlier in the chapter. Since their development, DE institutions have gained cost 
advantages by using particular pedagogical models and affordable technological 
media, with the ultimate aim of providing access to the disadvantaged (Hülsmann 
2009; Perraton 2000; Rumble 2004; Woodley 2008). For that reason, the issue of the 
growing digital divide has been extensively discussed in open university contexts, 
even while it has been far less salient in general HE discourse (Guri-Rosenblit 
2009). The focus of that discussion is the question of who benefits and who is mar-
ginalised when educational institutions adopt ICTs. On the basis that there has been 
a large group of people in both developed and developing worlds who do not have 
access to the Internet—a situation which remains true down to the present—distance 
educators have tended to take a principled stance that moving towards online deliv-
ery might necessarily reduce the accessibility of DE (Bolger 2009; McKeown et al. 
2007).

In addition, it is worth emphasising that the forms of practice prevalent in DE 
continue to be influenced by quite different contextual situations from those preva-
lent in much traditional HE teaching. In particular, social learning theories tend to 
carry assumptions about class sizes, students’ ability and willingness to undertake 
active collaboration and tutors’ quasi-autonomous organising and facilitating skills 
that seem incommensurable with the standard practices of DE from the point of 
view of its practitioners. Even if implemented, the likely implication would be an 
increase in the cost of DE to students and a simultaneous decrease in the degree of 
flexibility of programme delivery and learner independence, which are typically 
considered essential for successful DE practice (Holmberg 1995). Those arguments 
have been explicitly made in the DE literature. For example, Battalio (2007) argues 
that distance learners, with their many other responsibilities, may be unable to 
devote the time required for collaborative learning components and that they might 
therefore prefer the structure of traditional ‘independent’ DE to that of online ‘col-
laborative’ HE. In a similar vein, it has been suggested that those who are already 
well-prepared (with a high academic language level) and well-connected (having 
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access to the Internet) are those most likely to benefit from online HE (Spronk 
2001). It has been a source of persistent regret that ‘DE [has] faded into the main-
stream and the World Wide Web [has] failed to provide worldwide learning as had 
been hoped’ (Baggaley 2008, p. 49) and also that in online HE only particular ‘slices 
of the population [are] being included and other more substantial slices being 
excluded’ (Bolger 2009, p. 305). Kanuka and Brooks (2010), having set out an argu-
ment of that nature, conclude that, in DE contexts, the three components of interac-
tive learning, flexible access and cost-effectiveness cannot be achieved in the same 
DE programme all at once. As a consequence of that specialist discourse, distance 
educators tend to narrowly perceive ICTs as either a tool for advanced, independent 
and personalised learning or as a mechanism for facilitating extended access to 
educational materials, rather than as a tool for interactive social learning (Garrison 
and Cleveland-Innes 2010; Harris 2008; Peters 2003).

�Discussions: Implications on Networked Learning Research 
and Practice

The development of ICT and its appropriation within educational contexts has pro-
vided educators with numerous opportunities for altering their practice—though the 
extent to which those opportunities have been recognised, realised or even desired 
is a matter for debate. Online HE is certainly one of the many opportunities via 
which the adoption of new technologies has brought about significant changes in 
HE practice, though the extent to which it has realised the pedagogical potential of 
the Internet and achieved more radical forms of across-the-board innovation in HE 
is, again, a matter for debate. The innate aspiration for radical, technology-based 
pedagogical change in the field of online HE has inevitably produced many aca-
demic discourses that boost and promote new ways of thinking, talking and acting 
among their adherents and that aim to influence all higher educators. The paradigm 
shift rhetoric in this chapter is one example of those dominant academic discourses 
serving a progressive purpose in the field: one that has normalised and legitimated 
a new pedagogical approach, based on constructivist learning theories, by setting up 
that approach as opposed against the ‘old’, by which means behaviourist-cognitivist 
learning theories. This type of legitimating rhetoric constitutes the habitus in the 
field of online HE at the present moment. It generates and circulates particular aca-
demic norms and rules that determine what research questions, theoretical frame-
works, research methodologies and even research findings are legitimate: that is, the 
rhetoric conditions research practices and academic discussion in the field.

In order to achieve its aims—which resemble, in an evangelical missionary man-
ner, an objective to move HE into some ‘sacred’ place—the academic community of 
online HE has extensively focused on generating one single belief that can guide 
online HE practices. In the course of effectively articulating a normative direction of 
movement, the projected discourse in that field has tended to overgeneralise online 
HE practice (i.e. pedagogical activities mediated by ICTs) and to oversimplify the 
advocated change (i.e. a move from behaviourism-cognitivism to constructivism). 
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One consequence is, I suggest in this chapter, that the rhetoric of the field has served 
to dismiss the diversity of the form and valid historical origins of online HE, the 
complexity of pedagogical change and the specificity of each online HE context 
(where the prescribed change may be appropriate or not). In other words, the aca-
demic field—by projecting a dichotomised conceptualisation of DE as the ‘old’, 
ineffective and to be discarded and online HE as the ‘new’, effective and desirable—
has failed to embrace the pedagogical historicity and contextual specificity of 
DE. Another consequence is that many open universities5 have adopted the Internet 
as an instructional medium without managing to bring about radical changes in their 
pedagogical principles. As a result, in many open university contexts, there has been 
an increasing gap between those theoretical ideals being advocated from outside and 
the mundane pedagogical practices, which have arisen from a unique course of his-
torical development and which have proven not so readily changeable. Nevertheless, 
this theory-practice gap has not obtained much scholarly attention from HE research-
ers, whose academic works tend to be regulated by those dominant discourses that 
have caused the problem in the first place.

At this moment the NL community, having relatively mature theoretical ideas 
and ample evidence of successful empirical interventions in particular settings, is 
taking the opportunity to be reflective upon our own practice. The title of the present 
volume, Networked Learning: Looking Back – Moving Forward, is one indicator of 
that. In that vein, the present chapter seeks to highlight one neglected type of 
research site whose experiences and narrative differ substantially from those preva-
lent within the NL community. Accounting for the gap highlighted in this chapter 
will involve carefully unpacking some of the taken-for-granted assumptions under-
lying our research practices, thereby perhaps to some extent (re-)developing our 
scholarly identity as a community. While NL is sometimes understood externally as 
simply a common theoretical framework pertinent to the understanding of online 
HE contexts, NL as a community has at least two distinctive merits compared to 
other scholarly groups in that landscape (such as CSCL). I will argue that those 
unique characteristics, which the community has maintained and developed 
throughout its history, provide the potential for NL to serve as a particularly useful 
vehicle to address the issues discussed in the chapter.

The first merit I wish to highlight relates to the scope and focus of NL research. 
The NL community has originally emerged from, and has mainly focused on, the 
post-compulsory education contexts specifically. As one of its ‘founding docu-
ments’, Towards E-Quality in Networked E-Learning in Higher Education: A 
Manifesto Statement for Debate (2002)6 articulates that the vision of the NL com-
munity is ‘of a higher education where access and connection are championed and 
where lifelong learning is truly and effectively supported’. Even though there are 
some similar rhetorical claims that can be found in many other documents of a simi-
lar type, generated by other communities in online HE (such as a great emphasis on 

5 An empirical study on one open university in Canada concerning the same problem is presented 
in my doctoral dissertation (Lee 2015).
6 This document was produced for the ESRC research seminar series, entitled Understanding the 
Implications of Networked Learning for HE.
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collaboration and co-construction of knowledge and subsequent claims about the 
relationship between teachers and learners), the manifesto clearly demonstrates that 
the community’s shared concern lies in the accessibility and quality of HE.7 Given 
that the NL community has already established considerable in-depth knowledge 
and expertise on the general HE sector and its underlying mechanisms, I would 
argue that it is a good moment for the community to turn its attention to more spe-
cific, and perhaps more challenging, HE contexts: ones for which NL has not hith-
erto been considered an appropriate pedagogical approach. In addition, given its 
long-held concern with the accessibility of HE, NL is well-placed to consider the 
context-specific and historically emergent practices of DE. In other words, there is 
more potential for the development of joint understanding between the NL research 
community and DE practitioners than between the latter and other communities of 
more evangelical researchers.

The second merit I wish to highlight, then, concerns the nature of NL as a con-
scious, self-organised research community. NL as a community has strived to main-
tain and remember (to remind its members) a unique identity and culture based 
around the notion of critical scholarship. One example of how that identity is artic-
ulated can be found in McConnell, Hodgson and Dirckinck-Holmfeld’s (2012) his-
torical overview of the community:

The development of networked learning has largely been influenced by understanding of 
developments in technology to support learning alongside thinking stemming from the tra-
ditions of open learning and other radical pedagogical and humanistic educational ideas 
from the likes of Dewey, Freire, Giroux, and Rogers. (p. 4)

Two points can be discerned within that account. Firstly, NL is not a single theo-
retical unity, and secondly, the NL community has not been constituted as being 
about the imposition of a particular pedagogical standpoint; instead, the community 
has tried to welcome and open diverse alterative theoretical or conceptual ideas 
including overtly critical ones (see also Jones 2015). One natural consequence of 
those points is that the community has had a laudable awareness of the complexity 
of social change, the implications of political agendas and the diverse motivations 
driving particular pedagogical changes: ‘implementing pedagogical changes and 
institutional learning environments is always a political process first and only sec-
ondly pedagogical’ (Hodgson et al. 2014, p. 7). From this perspective, I argue that 
the NL community can consciously choose to avoid being polluted by the dominant 
rhetoric of online HE but, instead, to critically question these commonly held 
assumptions in online HE. Consequently, we as a community should seek to col-
lectively generate more balanced and nuanced discourses of online HE, which can 
overcome the unhelpful conceptual dichotomy between the old DE and the new 
online HE. Of course, one prerequisite for that critical task is for the NL research 
community to consciously reconsider some of its taken-for-granted assumptions.

7 It is important to note that, in recent years, NL practices have been changing and expanding into 
diverse formal and informal educational settings and are no longer circumscribed to the context of 
HE (see Carvalho and Goodyear 2014; Ryberg and Sinclair 2016).
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Chapter 5
Variation in Students’ Perceptions 
of Others for Learning

Maria Cutajar

Abstract  This chapter presents a description of variation in students’ perceptions 
of human others as contributors to their networked learning experiences. This 
description attends to the considerable boundary crossing tacitly implied in an invi-
tation to networked learning for students who are used to classroom-based lectures. 
This description of variation is the result of phenomenographic research which 
sought to understand different students’ perceptions as distinct simultaneously 
related. Students’ perceptions are constituted in terms of an open and inclusive hier-
archical structure comprised of three qualitatively distinct ways of perceiving 
human others as contributors to learning in a formal networked learning environ-
ment. Distinct perceptions of other students and of teachers are proposed as in pair-
wise alignment. Perceptions are emphasised as fluid and situationally bound in 
practice. No less there is the suggestion that in deepening awareness students and 
teachers gravitate towards becoming teachers and learners for each other. This 
description may serve agents and actors of networked learning to positively assess 
their views, to acknowledge and accommodate diversity and to constructively work 
towards increasingly sophisticated ways of understanding and approaching learning 
with and through human others using networked technologies.

�Introduction

In networked learning (NL) practice, the emphasis on human relations for learning 
beyond engagement with learning materials using information and communication 
technologies (ICT) is a significant shift from the prevalent classroom-based lecture 
which students are used to. Teachers are assumed to take a less prominent position 
permitting students to experience learning through active participation in coopera-
tive and collaborative activities with others (McConnell et al. 2012). Theoretically, 
students are envisaged not only driving their own learning but also supporting each 
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other’s learning through openness and willingness to positively work together on 
learning tasks towards the common goal of everyone’s learning (McConnell et al. 
2012). But active student participation in cooperative and collaborative activities for 
learning is not to be taken for granted. As such, NL is a considerable “boundary 
crossing” (Ryberg and Sinclair 2016). In expending effort towards the development 
of what is theoretically projected as a learning network bringing together students 
and teachers as human players together on the stage for learning, there is the implied 
assumption of students seeing learning value in others and in taking up activities 
and interactivities with them for learning. But how and what exactly are students 
seeing of human others as part of their NL experiences? Putting it in another way, 
what is the variation in students’ perceptions of teachers and other students as con-
tributors for learning in a NL environment?

This chapter reports on qualitative research which sought to understand the 
different ways students perceive human others as contributors to their learning in a 
NL environment and moreover to understand these differences in distinction and in 
relation to each other. Such an understanding is considered important as it acknowl-
edges divergences. It does not dismiss students’ inactivity as tacitly seems to be the 
case when in practice students do not live up to expectations. It is the resultant 
description of an attempt seeking a constructive logical explanation to observed 
convergence and divergence from intended inter-human interaction for learning in 
the NL space. Such an understanding of students’ perceptions of others as contribu-
tors to learning in a NL environment is considered important for informing NL 
design and practice striving for positive student connectedness to human others as 
well as non-human resources for learning.

The chapter is made up of three sections. The first section briefly sets out the chal-
lenges of the NL approach in foregrounding the social aspect of learning alongside 
the cognitive perspective. This section highlights reported disparity in human 
responses to the challenge of being an active agent for learning and for teaching in 
the NL setting, further clarifying the contribution of this research to the NL field. The 
second section presents details of the research which led to the proposed mapping for 
understanding variation in students’ accounts of teachers and other students as con-
tributors to their NL experiences. This section incorporates in it a brief description of 
the framing research methods to facilitate contextualisation of findings. The third 
section extends the discussion of the original report (Cutajar 2014a). Students’ per-
ceptions are emphasised as emergent in alignment and in misalignment to theoretical 
assumptions on a continuum denoting discernment of responsibility for learning.

�The Challenge of Human Agency for Learning and for Teaching

In NL practice, the process of teaching and learning is declared to be created by 
students’ active participation in cooperative and collaborative activities for learning 
(McConnell 2000). The students are reckoned to interact with the learning materials 
and moreover with human others for learning. The teacher is construed as taking a 

M. Cutajar



81

less prominent position (McConnell et al. 2012) permitting students to experience 
learning in a “community of inquiry” (Garrison and Anderson 2003) wherein stu-
dents are envisaged in connectedness by way of strong and weak ties (Jones et al. 
2008) actively supporting each other’s learning and mutually fostering a learning 
network (Goodyear and Carvalho 2014). In a NL environment, it is not so much 
about the technologies and the types of connections as it is about the promotion of 
connections for learning: “between one learner and other learners; between learners 
and tutors; between the learning community and its learning resources” (Goodyear 
et al. 2010 p.1).

By emphasising the changed attitude to teaching and learning away from class-
room didactic lecturing practices, NL specialists seek to explicate the role of the 
teacher and emphasise the expected activeness of the students as significant ele-
ments of the learning network (McConnell et al. 2012; Goodyear et al. 2010). From 
a first-person standpoint, directly and indirectly NL researchers and practitioners 
give their own descriptions about who the teacher is and the expectation of being a 
student in the NL setting. The teacher is found variously described as “e-moderator” 
(Salmon 2004), “tutor” (Open University H80x postgraduate course guidebooks), 
“facilitator” (Jones and Steeples 2002) and “convenor” (Lancaster University 
e-Research & Technology Enhanced Learning doctoral programme handbooks). 
Identified terms generally signal a teaching attitude which is shifted from that of the 
teacher as disseminator of knowledge, underlining the changed role of the teacher 
as highlighted time and again in NL literature. Recently, Jones (2015) called atten-
tion to the restructuring of the teacher’s role when the lecturer moves to the NL 
environment, and McConnell et al. (2012) borrowed the terminology “resource per-
son and co-learner” to characterise the teacher’s role in the NL setting. In each of 
their portrayal of variation Khan (2015), Shah (2014) and Lameras et  al. (2012) 
suggest that the use of networked technologies for teaching is a challenge not uni-
formly embraced by all teachers. And in a thought-provoking stance, Jones (2015) 
questions whether there is the explicit need of the teacher figure in a NL environ-
ment involving mature adult students. Indeed, in trying to gain an understanding of 
the “complexities of praxis” in online learning communities for the case of post-
graduate professional learners in a formal NL context, de Laat and Lally (2004a) 
enumerated teaching presences in online exchanges. Drawing on the work of 
Garrison et al. (2000) they identified teaching presence relating to design and organ-
isation, facilitation of discourse and direct instruction. They put a spotlight on the 
tutoring processes being taken up by the students themselves in a NL environment. 
De Laat and Lally (2004b) even followed this up by qualitative research investigating 
three active students’ recollections of the “tutoring processes” they engaged them-
selves in.

On the other hand, students are observed variously described as “participants” 
(Salmon 2004), “peers” (McConnell 2000) and “co-learners” (Open University 
H80x postgraduate course guidebooks). Considering that teaching and learning as 
two facets of the same teaching and learning process, it is unsurprising that labels 
associated with the student are observed complementing those tied to the teacher. 
Whereas teacher-related terminology appears as descriptive of teaching practice, 
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student-related terminology seems to be expressive of student’s positioning vis-à-
vis other students and/or the teacher within the NL setting. This drift is caught in 
the NL literature by studies addressing students’ identity in NL spaces. From their 
personal experiences as teacher and learner, Boon and Sinclair (2012) point to 
identity (together with language, engagement and time) as barriers understood to 
turn into enablers through “the transformative journey we embark when we enter 
into networked learning environments” (p. 276). Linking their reflection on prac-
tice to literature claims they emphasise NL as inciting “the dislocation of the indi-
vidual – lecturer or student – from familiar structures and frameworks for teaching 
and learning” (p. 278). They conclude that immersion in NL environments compels 
one to rethink and maybe redefine the presentation and representation of self. Also 
from an insider’s standpoint, Mann (2010) draws attention to what has long been 
recognised in other inter-human communication contexts as the need to know who 
the others are for attuning one’s behaviour accordingly. Explicitly or not, other 
researchers also reference this relativity (Jones 2016; Davis 2014; Koole 2012; 
Jones et  al. 2008). There is advanced an acknowledgement of the perception of 
others as impacting one’s identity and self-positioning in the NL environment 
therefore tying to the relational bearing of NL.  Implicitly, they underscore the 
importance of gaining an understanding of perceptions of human others as players 
for learning when learning is proposed in connectedness to human others as much 
as to content material and other non-human resources such as in NL. The research 
findings described in the next section reflect a research attempt to shed some light 
in this direction.

In its ideal the practice of NL is described as democratic and inclusive wherein 
equity reigns, inspiring relational dialogue and critical thinking (Ryberg et al. 2012) 
sought by all. The premise is that active responsibility of learning and teaching is 
shared among participants. But in actual practice, the situation emerges from empir-
ical research (such as that of Nicolajsen 2014; McConnell 2006; Goodyear et al. 
2005; Jones and Bloxham 2001) somewhat amiss of this idealism (Cutajar 2014b, 
Ryberg and Sinclair 2016). For a student, the experience of relating to human others 
for learning using networked technologies is frequently reported as problematic 
(such as the case of Ozturk and Simsek (2012), and Krüger (2006)). In a review of 
the literature, Cutajar (2014a) elaborates on the persistent picture of contrasting 
views and contradictions when considering the students’ views of learning using 
networked technologies. Inter-human relations for learning which form the basis of 
the NL approach are many times reported to be celebrated by some students simul-
taneously signalled as a source of difficulty and tension by others. Meanwhile, 
holistic investigations of teachers’ teaching using networked technologies (such as 
the aforementioned Khan (2015), Shah (2014) and Lameras et al. (2012)) convey 
arrays of perceptions. And from her investigation of students’ learning using net-
worked technology, Cutajar (2017) also advances a spectrum embodying different 
ways how a student might experience NL. Boon and Sinclair (2012) maintain that 
“networked learning is not only itself a threshold concept, but is also a site where 
threshold concepts abound” (p.  275). They comment that NL turns “educational 
orthodoxies on their heads” compelling the reconsideration of what teachers and 
students do and the relationships between them.
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In practice NL is not so much the ideal it is theoretically envisioned (Cutajar 
2014b). The research findings described in the next section too attest to discrepan-
cies between theory and practice in considering human others as players for learn-
ing in a NL environment. But they are also an attempt to understand them. The 
attempt is to understand qualitatively different student perceptions of other students 
and the teacher as contributors for learning in the NL environment as all legitimate, 
potentially helping to trace out paths perhaps leading to better attempts putting 
theoretical conceptualisations of NL into practice and contributing to its further 
development.

�Mapping Differences in Students’ Perceptions of Human 
Others for Learning

The phenomenographic results described in this section form part of a larger 
research project exploring differences in students’ lived experiences of NL as an 
encompassing phenomenon. A critical dimension of variation which emerged from 
that study is the “Self-positioning in relation to others for learning” or what is 
labelled as “a social proficiency”. This part of the research follows up on this find-
ing. The objective of this part of the study was to obtain an understanding of the 
qualitative distinctions in students’ perceptions of human others within this larger 
picture of lived NL experiencing, therefore an answer to the question “What are the 
qualitative differences in students’ perceptions of teachers and other students as 
contributors for learning in a NL environment?”

In agreement to phenomenographic goals, distinctions were sought both in sepa-
ration and in relation to each other. The research objective was to obtain a descrip-
tion of variation from the students, and moreover, in acknowledgement of variation, 
a description of different perceptions as legitimate forming a coherent whole tran-
scending persistent reports of contrasting viewpoints when probing the students’ 
perspective (Cutajar 2017).

�Research Context and Research Participants

This configuration of differences in students’ perceptions of others as contributors 
to their NL experiences was generated through phenomenographic analysis of the 
verbatim transcripts of 32 students’ accounts after a 10-week NL experience which 
was incorporated as an integral part of the programme of studies they were reading 
at a large further education college forming part of a Maltese higher education com-
plex. More details about the online course incorporating individual, cooperative and 
collaborative activities are provided by Cutajar (2014a). The participants were 16- 
to 18-year-old students studying computing as a non-major subject in their aspira-
tion for entry into university courses. The group of participants made up a purposive 
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sample reflecting an even spread across the three student groups subdividing the 
student cohort, the online activeness when on course and the end-course assessment 
scores. Gender balance was not achieved in this sample, but the gender ratio attained 
by the female representation in the sample (28% (7/25)) compares well to this rep-
resentation in the cohort (22% (15/68)). Signed consent was sought from the partici-
pants, their guardians and the college principal.

�Research Methods

During individual interviews, the participating students were asked to describe how 
they went about learning online, why they went about doing things the way they 
described, how they viewed the teacher and other students of the course and what 
they saw themselves getting out of the online course experience. All interviews 
were held at some available relatively quiet spot on the busy college campus at a 
time indicated by the participant.

Analysis of verbatim transcripts of interview recordings was taken up when fin-
ished with all the interviews. Prior to the iterative process of reading through the 
data collective towards the next set of categories of description, listening to inter-
view recordings helped initial familiarisation with the data hence permitting atten-
tion to the finer details of the conversations which were not captured in the verbatim 
transcripts. During the first three iterations of data analysis, a preliminary task anno-
tating the transcripts was taken up. Phenomenographic analysis does not incorpo-
rate coding in the sense of content analysis (Marton 1986), but it does incorporate 
the annotation of the pool of data (Åkerlind 2005). Qualitative data analysis 
software was used to help manage, annotate, search and retrieve the collection of 
transcribed accounts. But the iterative process for producing the outcome space was 
entirely a manual effort.

The iterative process of doing phenomenographic analysis was spread across 
8 months. Whereas initially perceptions of teachers and the perceptions of students 
were configured as two separate hierarchies, progressively these were merged first 
into a two-pronged structure and finally stabilised as a single linear hierarchy 
wherein perceptions of teachers and students are represented as tightly coupled in 
pairwise alignment. That is, although in their account participants were found to 
generally consider other students and teachers in separation, considerations emerged 
as tied and complementary, acknowledging teaching and learning as two sides of the 
same process.

Reliability was as much as possible built into this research study through the 
development of a detailed record (Cutajar 2014a) of the whole research process. It 
needs to be pointed out that the researcher was also the online course tutor, and up 
to a few weeks before the interviewing period the researcher was one of the contact 
teachers for the concerned student cohort as well. This is acknowledged as poten-
tially a limiting factor for generating rich students’ accounts of lived experience. 
But fieldwork proved that more significant for encouraging participating students to 
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speak their mind is the pre-established positive inter-human relationship between 
students and teacher simultaneously the researcher.

Through the iterative process of phenomenographic analysis, there was a directed 
effort to stay as close to the raw data as possible at all times by frequently referring 
back to it. In doing phenomenography, reliability is not sought in the sense of repli-
cability of results but pursued in the sense of consistency and predictability of find-
ings (Åkerlind 2005). In acknowledgement of the inevitable constrained context of 
this study, it is also noted that in doing phenomenography, the research boundaries 
are not gatekeepers of the reach and transferability of results as would be the case 
when assuming a positivistic research perspective but a question of the degree of 
partiality of results (Åkerlind 2005).

A preliminary form of validity was obtained by involving a professional transla-
tor to proofread the Maltese-to-English translations done in-house of excerpts from 
participants’ accounts which were brought forward to support claims. Pragmatic 
validity as “the extent to which research outcomes are seen as useful and … mean-
ingful to their intended audience” (Åkerlind 2005, p. 330) was sought through the 
involvement of an experienced “critical friend” teaching within the same institu-
tional context of the research. Apart from technical support and serving as a sound-
ing board through the course of the research venture, this research “participant” was 
presented with the preliminary findings leading to a discussion meeting a few days 
later. Communicative validity as the extent to which “research methods and final 
interpretation are regarded as appropriate by the relevant research community” 
(Åkerlind 2005, p. 330) was also sought through the presentation of the work to 
teaching practitioners in the local institutional context, professional educational 
researchers and online teaching practitioners (by way of conference presentations 
and seminars) and continues to be pursued by its presentation to the wider research 
and educational community (through peer-viewed publication).

�Research Findings

The phenomenographic description of differences (and commonalities) in stu-
dents’ accounts of their perceptions of others as contributors to their NL experi-
ences was configured by three qualitatively distinct, simultaneously related 
categories. This depiction has the student viewpoint expanding with deeper dis-
cernment of academic role or active responsibility for learning (influenced also by 
surrounding context). Figure 5.1 is an adaptation of the original graphical repre-
sentation of the outcome space. For this revised representation, an elliptical rather 
than the original trapezoidal form is used for picturing the categories; moreover, 
the bounding lines of categories are now presented as fading to better communi-
cate the fuzziness fusing the different categories of description and the beyond. 
This logical structure forms a whole picture albeit not losing sight of the constitu-
ent categories of which it is made up. In this graphical representation, the catego-
ries of description are emphasised as hierarchically inclusive. Although considered 
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as complete, in phenomenographic research terms, the picture is necessarily open 
(Marton and Booth 1997).

Referentially, the perception of others as contributors to learning in formal NL 
experiencing is set out as going from other students contributing in an indirect way 
as other unconnected learners on the same study course, and the teacher as provid-
ing for all there is to learn; to other students contributing to personal learning 
through the visibility of their online learning activity and interactivity, and the 
teacher organising and guiding the students’ learning monitoring exchanges and 
explaining issues when students do not manage to sort them out between them; to 
other students contributing by mutually supporting each other’s learning through 
dialogue and collaboration, and the teacher organising, facilitating and convening 
activities for learning.

Structurally, students’ perceptions expand from a foregrounding of other stu-
dents as in separation from personal learning, and the teacher as the source for 
obtaining learning material and direction for students’ learning; to a foregrounding 
of other students as a knowledge resource, and the teacher as an organiser and guide 
to students’ learning; to a foregrounding of other students as significant co-actors 
co-producing and co-creating knowledge, and the teacher as a leading member of 
the learning group.

�Category 1

For a student aligning to this category, the focus is on the student-resources relation, 
wherein the resources are expert provision. The teacher is the source of all there is 
to learn, the provider of learning materials particularly course-notes and tutorial 

Fig. 5.1  Student’s perceptions of others for learning adapted from Cutajar (2014a)
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activity work and the point of contact for answering any difficulties. In aligning to 
this category of description, the student talks about engaging in reading the teach-
er’s notes in isolation possibly out of sync from other students, and all learning 
activity revolves around what is provided by the teacher. Learning is taken to be the 
individual student’s “business” as set out by the teacher and away from other 
students:

Because I feel that I only have to log in, do my work and that’s it. Others can do the same. 
They can do whatever they like. It goes like that, you know. (T26:5)

Because if beforehand you [teachers] used to give us the HW in class, and correct it in class, 
and did everything in class. Now we don’t have so, all that time, because now everything is 
available through the vle. (T3:6/7)

Normally I don’t work with others ... I do all my work alone and don’t really ask to the oth-
ers about it. We all done it. (T23:4)

In private conversation, the student may be found consulting with trusted close 
others to answer that occasional question that arises while doing what is reckoned 
to be solicited by the teacher. But in general, other students are not perceived to have 
anything to do with the student’s personal learning. The student does not see support 
coming from other students contributing to his/her learning and the organising and 
guiding act of the teacher as does the student of the next category:

First I used to read the notes, print them out at home, highlight the important items and 
bring everything together ... Then we used to have the homework. Where I got stuck I used 
to check the notes, or check it out with my classmates. At the time there was Peter. Or, I ask 
you [teacher] during class time. (T16:1)

if [the student] comes across some difficulty you [the teacher] first let us struggle on our 
own and then if we [students] still have a problem we look you up. (T9:6)

�Category 2

This category of description has the student focusing on both the student-teacher 
relation and the student-student relation. The teacher is not only perceived as the 
provider of learning material but also as organiser of learning activities, supervising 
students’ activities, acting the “guide at the side”. The teacher is considered as 
intentionally providing space for students to actively manage and control their 
learning though still an overruling authority monitoring students’ work. This per-
ception of the teacher encompasses the former perception in that the teacher is still 
acknowledged to be the provider of learning material and missing from the stage 
centre but the student aligning to this category of description now also discerns the 
teacher in the shadow contributing to students’ learning by organising and guiding 
students’ learning activities, only occasionally joining the students at the centre of 
the stage to explain issues which students cannot somehow sort out between them 
and to appraise their exchanges. Other students are recognised as contributors to 
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learning by way of their visibility engaged in online learning activity and interactiv-
ity. They are now recognised as contributing to personal learning: they are a source 
for accumulating information and/or obtaining pointers to sources of information; 
they are a reference point for asking questions when encountering difficulties in 
study such as a problem the student cannot solve or some detail in the course-notes 
which the student cannot understand; and a way for obtaining other perspectives of 
the subject content:

the notes are online. Then at the same time you get to see the questions of others. The infor-
mation they uploaded. Like this you have it all. (T9:4)

We are doing the same things and we are working on the same things as well. I mean you 
see what others learnt, what you learnt, you put it all together and then the teacher checks 
that it is correct. On one occasion I had a problem as well and I talked to people whom I 
didn’t know and I never met in my whole life. (T24:5)

The student of this category stresses other students’ commitment towards his/her 
personal learning but in contrast to a student aligning to the next category shows no 
sign of concern with fellow students’ learning:

for example, I ask my classmates a question and they give me this answer, this answer, this 
answer, many possibilities of the answer ... the teacher can join in the conversation and say 
that “here you made a mistake” and possibly corrects many students all together, not one 
student but simultaneously four or five students who are involved in that conversation … 
you need to be certain of what you’re doing. Obviously, the teacher is not going to tell you 
rubbish. (T15:7)

Rather than any notion of collaboration is projected a co-operative attitude for 
learning together. Tied to this category surfaces a “trading” attitude when thinking 
about how other students contribute to personal learning in a NL environment:

I mean you obtain the opinion of your classmates as well. If there is something which you 
don’t know and he knows it, he’s going to help me. And if at the end of the day he doesn’t 
know something – something you’re going to find him for sure – and you know it, you’re 
going to help him out. You have the perspectives of all other students as well. (T15:5)

In distinction from the previous category, the student is now aware of others as 
contributors to his/her learning but s/he is not so much conscious, comfortable and 
willing to likewise be a facilitator to others’ learning.

�Category 3

From the participants’ accounts, this category of description has the student focus-
ing on the student-teacher relation and the student-student relation but different than 
the previous category the two-way communication is emphasised going beyond 
strict personal learning interest in relating to others for learning. There is now 
observed a concern for others’ learning as well as for personal learning. This aspect 
of relating to others qualitatively differentiates this perception of others in learning 
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from that set out by the previous category. Students are perceived to be contributing 
to each other’s learning beyond co-operation to co-produce and collaborate in 
problem-solving and facilitating each other to understand issues at hand:

Because, what I did not find on the Internet perhaps somebody else has this website which 
is better than mine, and he unearths more. Then we put everything together. Then, obvi-
ously, we pep it up to make it as presentable as possible and present it (to others). You 
upload it to show it to other students who did not work on the same task. They get to know 
more, even they get to learn more ... even the fact that you have that freedom, you are going 
to give your opinion to others, they are going to listen to you, if they disagree with you they 
are going to tell you. Where you can improve they’re always going to help you. And ... the 
fact that there are other people who accept your opinion helps as well. You are going to 
engage in research and with your help in doing research you are going to help others. And 
that really helped me. (T35:4/5)

There is now advanced a sense of trust in the reciprocity of others to facilitate 
learning beyond personal gain within the learning group:

We ended up switching on – doing a Skype call together to work there, and to explain it to 
each other bit by bit. … Even the fact that another person helped me and I could help 
another person with that help … there were also some who understood better how the pro-
gram worked. And then with all the information we generated between us we could join up 
to help others. (T35:6)

Correspondingly, the teacher is also trusted as convening learning in ways which 
accommodate and favour students. This perception of the teacher goes beyond the 
perception tied to the previous category wherein the teacher needs to keep track of 
students’ activities to ensure reliability of exchanges. In aligning to this category, 
the student sees all human players (including other students, the teacher and him-
self/herself) as facilitating learning in a positive manner even if the teacher contin-
ues to be deemed as that superior other:

More like a student who is more knowledgeable. You [the teachers] are more like a student’s 
friend rather than a teacher because you want to choose things which (students) enjoy and 
are interactive not something like you have to do the homework. And there are positive con-
notations not negative ones. (T25:7)

wherever you go you are going to respect her as a teacher but even in e-learning the teacher 
is going down to your level, she is going to help you understand things your own way. You 
can consider them as your friends who are trying to help you understand the subject more, 
and how to get things working. This is how I consider the teacher in e-learning mostly. 
(T35:7)

�Towards Greater Empowerment Through Shared 
Responsibility for Learning

The students’ perceptions of others as contributors to their NL experiences evolve 
from a focus on the resources and behind them the teacher as the means of instruc-
tion and direction for what there is for learning and others as extra indirect learning 
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support means; to a focus also on the teacher and other students as a means for 
personal learning − albeit the teacher’s support organising and guiding is presumed 
superior and more reliable than other students’ contributions which also support 
learning but may possibly be ill-informed or sketchy; to a focus also on the teacher 
and other students as a means for all students’ learning co-acting and co-creating 
knowledge through online cooperation and collaboration. There is developing dis-
cernment of the students as significant players for learning. The perceived contribu-
tions for learning of teachers and of students are configured by this phenomenographic 
study as emerging through two critical themes of expanding awareness which are 
the role of the teacher and the role of the student, that is active responsibility for 
learning.

Figure 5.2 is an attempt to capture the development of expanding perception of 
teachers and other students as contributors to learning in the NL setting in terms of 
these two themes. Not shown in this representation is the self-perception of the 
student as player for learning as well which, from participants’ accounts, appears to 
be at par with the perception of other students. With expanding awareness, the con-
figured themes or “dimensions of expanding awareness” (Åkerlind 2005) gravitate 
towards convergence but do not quite so realise it. In greater elaboration of percep-
tion, students are increasingly recognised as constructively taking on teaching pro-
cesses yet the teacher remains that superior teaching agent. The most elaborated 
form of perception constituted by this research upholds de Laat and Lally’s (2004b) 
supposition that in a NL situation, teachers and students fully contribute to the 
organisation and regulation of learning activities even though the teacher continues 
to hold a “status apart” (p. 166, italics in original text).

These findings are a logical representation of qualitative differences in students’ 
perceptions of human others as contributors in NL experiencing arising from stu-
dents’ accounts. They attest to the theoretical deduction of teaching going from 
“Teaching as Telling” to “Teaching as Facilitation” and correspondingly learning 
shifting from “Learning as Listening” to “Learning as Doing” (Goodyear and Ellis 
2010). They propose a constitutive outlook wherein the agents for teaching and 
learning are in a generative dance; therefore, while accommodating de Laat and 
Lally’s (2004a, b) descriptions of elaborated roles and strategies co-operating and 
collaborating with others for learning as individuals and as a learning group, it also 

Fig. 5.2  Expanding perception of others copied with permission from Cutajar (2014a)
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calls to attention more restricted viewpoints of inter-human relations depending on 
what is discerned of the learning situation at a given time within a specific encom-
passing context.

This description of variation in the students’ perceptions of others as contributors 
to their learning in a NL environment is considered to help explain contrasting 
views of student’s identity projections and self-positioning in the NL environment 
which we find in existing literature on students’ experiences of NL. It goes beyond 
highlighting the problem of relating to human others for learning by providing a 
logical map for understanding the variation in students’ accounts of their way/s of 
seeing human others as contributors to their learning in a NL environment. Students 
who somehow are observed not following on the cues of design for NL (to co-
operate and collaborate with others in activities for learning) are not ignored in this 
representation. Students’ perceptions of others and evidently their self-positioning 
is dependent on the discernment and perhaps acceptance of responsibility for learn-
ing. These are set forth by the continuum of the teacher role and student role going 
from divergence towards convergence as represented in Fig.  5.2; towards shared 
contribution to learning and equity of learning contribution in the ideal. In conver-
gence of roles, NL participants are projected as teachers and learners for each other. 
It is with regard to such an idyllic state of empowerment that Jones’s (2015) ques-
tioning of the need of a teacher figure in the NL environment is seen to make sense. 
Perhaps, it is in expectation that mature learners have a greater disposition to deep 
discernment (Moon 1999) that Jones explicitly poses this question specifically for 
“when dealing with adult learners” (p. 71). This expectation explains why NL is 
seen most often taken up in formal and informal learning contexts involving 
professionals.

This phenomenographic outcome also denotes an open range of different ways 
how students may go about perceiving others as contributors to their learning in a 
NL setting. Therefore, this portrayal does not deny the limitlessness of human 
perception. This goes beyond the elucidation of the existence of difference between 
conceptual thought and actual practice when considering human agency for learn-
ing using networked technologies. It emphasises the unboundedness of the expecta-
tion that in practice students don’t necessarily take up NL as planned (Goodyear and 
Carvalho 2014) and from personal observation not even teachers when encouraged 
by the institution to incorporate networked technologies in their professional prac-
tice. Students who are used to classroom-based traditional lectures cannot be 
expected to switch to active learning and non-prescriptive teaching methods using 
networked technologies overnight although the possibility is not excluded. All this 
signals the need for NL design and implementation to accommodate different pos-
sible interpretations of human relations for learning therefore transcending contem-
plation of contrasting views in students’ lived NL experiences. This also flags the 
need for research investigating how provision may in practice be more open in the 
sense of constructively supporting students with different viewpoints of human 
agency in learning permitting them to all thrive, possibly become more empowered 
through shared responsibility for learning in a formal learning environment employing 
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networked technologies; which environment is increasingly becoming more popu-
lar and in demand matching the needs of technologically connected diverse learners 
of all ages.

�Concluding Remarks

In this chapter was set out the outcome of a phenomenographic investigation explor-
ing variation in students’ perceptions of teachers and other students as contributors 
to their NL experiences. Qualitative differences were configured in this research by 
three distinct and hierarchically inclusive categories structured by the emergent 
broadening awareness of all human constituents as significant sources of learning 
through the responsibility of teaching processes they are discerned as sharing. These 
findings suggest a forward deepening development of human perception yet again 
agree to the possibility of shifts to more, or less, elaborated standpoints on the con-
tinuum of critical themes – teacher and student roles – depending on what is dis-
cerned in the specific situation. This constitutive description provides an explanation 
to theoretical conceptualisations of human agency in the NL context. It underscores 
that human agency for learning is not to be taken for granted. Simultaneously, this 
description highlights and gives an explanation to diverges in actual practice both in 
between identified perceptions and the theoretical expectation in NL practice that is 
the assumption of students’ active engagement co-operating and collaborating with 
human others in activities for learning. This research outcome is considered as an 
important contribution to the knowledge base of research on NL offering a construc-
tive viewpoint of different interpretations of teachers and other students for learning 
not as in contrast to each other but in coherence to each other. This may prove useful 
to positively encourage students to rethink human actors as agents for learning in 
their experiences of NL, therefore facilitating development as networked learners.

This research outcome based on the accounts of a group of young barely adult 
students in a specific post-compulsory education setting is not generalizable to other 
contexts and other educational levels. Perception, akin to experiencing, is situation-
ally and temporally located (Marton and Booth 1997). The phenomenographic 
strategy employed for taking forward this research further emphasises the partiality 
of the research outcome. Further research is needed to investigate this aspect of 
sociality in other contexts and at different education levels. Extended investigative 
work looking into the “affordances” of deepening awareness of human agency for 
learning influencing sociality may also help to address the suitability of NL as a 
pedagogical approach in different teaching and learning contexts perhaps giving 
reason to the greater adoption of NL in contexts which involve mature adults most 
often in continued professional development (CPD) and/or professional practice 
(Cutajar 2014a). Mature students are generally considered as more capable of 
reflection and reflexivity (Moon 1999) and of having amassed substantial amount of 
knowledge and experience than younger learners such as the barely adult 16–18-year-
old students of this study who are popularly considered immature and inexperienced. 
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Nevertheless, perhaps, in actual formal NL practice teachers will always be consid-
ered as holding the greater share of responsibility as contributors for learning. But, 
it remains important to work for greater awareness of the potential and consequent 
benefit for all players contributing to learning. That is, even if in the formal NL set-
ting the ambition for seamlessness between teachers and learners is somewhat 
utopic, it is still a useful aspiration that may be approached by finding ways encour-
aging deeper discernment of shared contribution for learning such as through the 
outcome of this research, and the ensuing learning benefit entailed.
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Chapter 6
Inequality as Higher Education Goes 
Online

Laura Czerniewicz

Abstract  With the promises of networked learning as a base, this chapter describes 
changes in the higher education (HE) sector, using inequality as a frame. It provides 
a brief overview of particular aspects of the reconfiguring landscape where educa-
tion itself has become intrinsically digitally mediated and disaggregation an impor-
tant trend. It notes the global shift online and locates the MOOC trend in the broader 
curriculum provision terrain. Other important considerations include the ways that 
globalisation and marketisation are playing out, including in terms of the geopoliti-
cal differences and contested power relations. The paper then reviews the rise in 
inequality across the world, noting the UK’s position in Europe and the extreme 
situation in South Africa, as well as the different approaches in an information age 
to addressing inequality: through market-led and commons-led approaches. 
Therborn’s equality/inequality framework is then used to interrogate this increas-
ingly online Higher Education (HE) landscape using three types of inequality: vital 
inequality, resource inequality and existential inequality. Vital inequality shows how 
educational inequality is a life-and-death issue. Resource inequality includes a 
range of capitals: economic disparities (e.g. costs of data and availability of con-
nectivity), discrepancies of cultural capital (e.g. digital literacies), and the value of 
institutional capital as new forms of certification jockey for legitimacy. Existential 
inequality, the most neglected, comprises five dimensions: self-development, auton-
omy, freedom, dignity and respect. Considerations here include issues of virtual 
representation, discoverability and visibility online, as well as the skewed geopoli-
tics of knowledge, ironically worsened in an open access context. The chapter ends 
with a call for critical research, inequality-framed experimentation, policy and 
advocacy. It argues for theorised explorations of the fluid intersection between 
inequality and the digital as well as for innovations in the development of new 
commons-based business models.

L. Czerniewicz (*) 
Centre for Innovation in Learning and Teaching, University of Cape Town,  
Cape Town, South Africa
e-mail: laura.czerniewicz@uct.ac.za

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-74857-3_6&domain=pdf
mailto:laura.czerniewicz@uct.ac.za


96

�Introduction

Ever since the concept of networked learning was first articulated and a community 
manifesto developed, considerations towards equality and inclusion have been 
foundational. As the 2002 manifesto stated, the vision for networked learning is of 
a higher education where access and connection are championed; indeed an 
expressed core principle was explicitly to support democratic processes as well as 
diversity and inclusion. It was also noted that networked e-learning has significant 
potential for widening access and participation in higher education and for promot-
ing social inclusion. In the years since these principles were spelt out, they have 
become entrenched and extended to include the concepts of critical engagement and 
critical pedagogy (Ryberg and Sinclair 2016) and within a seminal text in the field, 
it has been argued that networked learning inexorably refers to politics too (Jones 
2015).

This chapter is a contribution to these aspects of networked learning, those which 
are aligned with the political and the critical. The questions of social inclusion 
mooted at the start of the community’s existence form the focus of this paper on 
inequality in the online arena. The chapter opens with a brief overview of the 
changes in the higher education landscape; describes an equality/inequality frame-
work suitable for this discussion; considers some of the key questions and implica-
tions at the global, institutional and course levels through this inequality lens; and 
finally asks questions and make suggestions for how these issues of inequality in 
HE could be addressed going forward.

The fact and nature of a changing, digitally-mediated landscape in higher educa-
tion has become familiar. Those academics working in the traditional formal sector 
have seen an initially slow shift and then a more recent acceleration to online educa-
tion. What has been particularly illuminating, at least from an inequality point of 
view, is how MOOC-related models have been explored and trialled. In particular, 
disaggregation and changing monetisation models have been critical developments 
in the tertiary landscape as technology has percolated through the entire system. 
Where the norm has been for all components of the educational process to be paid 
for by fees and subsidies, with students receiving a complete package of content, 
support, assessment and certification through a quality assured platform, now the 
entire, single “package” has unbundled. Each different aspect can be provided sepa-
rately, and different elements may be paid for separately through, for example, 
“freemium” models whereby some parts are free and some are paid for. This has 
come to mean that universities may not be quite the central players that they have 
assumed themselves to be. They have become only one of the players in the sector 
and are now jostling with information and communication companies and private 
online companies (both long standing and new), publishers who are becoming edu-
cation providers and digital media and telecommunications companies, as well as 
with mobile providers (Olds 2013).

While 2012 may have been the “year of the MOOC”, those innovations were 
solely in the non-formal online educational arena; what has crystalized since then is 
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that the entire system is going online, or at the very least become blended. At the 
same time, there has been a distinct blurring of the previously implacable barriers 
between the formal and the informal educational sectors, with credit transfers hav-
ing broken through the barrier. It was therefore no surprise in 2015 when even 
Forbes and The Economist flagged the centrality of online education for society as 
a whole (Barack 2014; Morrison 2015).

In the USA, online provision has thus far been offered mainly by private compa-
nies, but this trend is decreasing globally, with public and residential universities 
moving rapidly into the online sphere (Allen and Seaman 2015), and MOOCs, to 
the surprise of many, not disappearing. MOOCs and MOOC-type offerings con-
tinue to grow in number and are being provided by a range of organisations with 
different agendas around the world (ICEF 2014, Shah 2015). One of the most sig-
nificant aspects of online education – especially from a global south perspective – is 
its global rather than local orientation. Students are no longer merely locally based 
but potentially based anywhere at all, and the rising global middle class (especially 
in developing countries) is ear-marked as potential learners for online providers 
everywhere. This aligns neatly with the view of education as an export; examples 
are numerous – even a recent JISC report talks about scaling up online education for 
the global marketplace. This also means, from a learning perspective, that all higher 
education is digitally mediated – it is a matter of “how much” rather than “if” as 
there is no longer a dichotomy between an “online classroom” and the “traditional 
classroom”. The implications are profound in terms of digital literacies, diversity of 
learners, cultural capital, language and a plethora of other learning considerations as 
digital affordances infiltrate the educational experience.

�Inequality

At the same time as the rise of online in higher education, equality and inequality 
have become sources of pressing global disquiet with, for example, the World 
Economic Forum reporting that the second most concerning trend in the world 
today is widening income disparities. Numerous lenses and explanations abound as 
inequality receives much needed attention. This chapter draws on Therborn’s work, 
one especially valuable for education as he expounds beyond resources and matters 
of economics when explaining inequality, being mindful both of individual and col-
lective actions and about the systemic arrangements which predicate inequality. His 
definition of equality is crisp: the “capability to function as a human being” 
(Therborn 2013). He considers human beings in three ways  – as organisms, as 
actors and as persons – and aligns these versions of humans to three different types 
of inequality, respectively, vital inequality, resource inequality and existential 
inequality (2013), as explored later in the chapter.

How does inequality get measured? One accessible measure is the Palma ratio, 
which divides the richest 10% of the population’s share of gross national income by 
the poorest 40%’s share. The most extreme case of inequality is South Africa where 
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the 2 richest people in the country have wealth equal to the poorest 50%, i.e. 2 
people hold the same amount of wealth as 26.5 million people (South Africa, in fact, 
has the worst inequality in the world). However, inequality is not exclusively a 
global south problem. It is interesting to note the position of the UK, for example, 
in relation to the income distribution of the OECD countries: out of 30, it is ranked 
4th most unequal. It is the most unequal nation in Europe  – the richest 10% of 
households in the UK hold 44% of the wealth, while the poorest 50% hold 9.5%. 
The USA, of course, is even more unequal. (https://www.equalitytrust.org.uk/
scale-economic-inequality-uk).

How might these issues link to technology? For many, the possibilities of tech-
nology promise solutions to addressing inequality. While there is unlikely to be a 
direct causal or determinist relationship, there can be no question that technology – 
most significantly the Internet – could and should be a major part of combating 
inequality (la Rue 2011). It is therefore surprising that popular reports on educa-
tional technology rarely, if ever, mention of equality or inequality.

Debates about equality in information societies are of course long standing. 
Mansell (2013) has framed the issue succinctly – the prevailing, dominant social 
imaginary is market-led, and the alternative is “open” or commons-led. This conflict 
“leads to major problems for stakeholders in deciding which policies or mix of poli-
cies and strategies, is most likely to facilitate progress towards more just and equi-
table information societies” (Mansell 2013). This is not necessarily an either-or 
scenario  – a hybrid situation prevails, and history has shown that a completely 
public-led and government-funded approach does not necessarily lead to equality. 
The challenge therefore lies in its balancing these approaches.

And yet the market-led approach is dominant. Educational technology funding is 
growing – it reached $1.87 billion in 2014 – and it has become global in scope and 
reach. The counter-narrative is the democratic “open” movement, epitomised by the 
Cape Town Open Education Declaration (2007) which states that “each and every 
person on earth can access and contribute to the sum of all human knowledge”. It is 
however of note that that the commons movement as a counter-narrative has not 
received the same amount of attention as the market-led approach and that new 
models and structures in this paradigm are less evident.

The tensions manifest in these imaginaries are underscored by the austerity envi-
ronment which typifies higher education in many contexts. An Oxfam report argues 
strongly that there is a need to take back control of public policy and that at least 
20% of government funding should be spent on education; however, between 2008 
and 2012, more than half of developing countries reduced spending on education 
(Seery and Arendar 2014). The many scholars and students in institutions where 
transformation and decolonization is the predominant discourse are emphatic that 
“transformation will not happen without a recapitalization of our institutions of 
higher education” (Mbembe 2015). The question is, therefore, how a values-led 
hybrid ecology of digitally mediated educational provision can be shaped that 
strikes a strategic balance between state support and private sector provision to pri-
oritise and enable equality in higher education.
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�Vital Inequality

Returning to Therborn, if one considers education in terms of vital inequality, could 
it be regarded as a “life-and-death” issue as he suggests? Of course it could, given 
that that poor people are less likely to be educated (Seery and Arendar 2014) and 
that educated people generally live longer (Meara et al. 2008) – even parents of col-
lege graduates live longer (Friedman and Mare 2014; Ingraham 2014). It is also not 
irrelevant that more complex indices of poverty alleviation now incorporate educa-
tional deprivation as one of the major indicators (Noble and Wright 2012). In South 
Africa, such issues are critical with equality in education being understood not sim-
ply in terms of access as entry, but in terms of access to success. Only 25% of stu-
dents graduate in regulation time, and more than half of students who enrol in 
universities never graduate, even accounting for students who take longer than 
5 years, or who return after dropping out. The situation is further complicated by 
racial considerations, with completion rates among white students being on average 
50% higher than among black African students, and only about 5% of apartheid 
category black and coloured youth succeeding in any form of higher education 
(Council for Higher Education 2013).

The early days of MOOCs saw some visionary discourses about the democratisa-
tion of higher education (Agarwal in Palin 2014), as well as somewhat hyperbolic 
claims for the possibilities for online education to solve poverty (Friedman 2013). 
Many academics were naturally dismissive of such grand statements, and indeed 
research has shown that: MOOC students are predominantly highly educated and 
employed; more often men than women, more educated than the general population 
(especially in BRICS [term for the loose grouping of Brazil, Russia, India, China, 
South Africa] and other developing countries); largely from developed countries, 
and generally older where they are from developing countries (Christensen et al. 
2013; Palin 2014). Other studies – based on very large data sets (40,000 online stu-
dents in nearly 500,000 courses) – have shown that online learning is more chal-
lenging, especially for males, younger students, black students, and students with 
lower grade point averages (Xu and Jagger 2014). Online education then certainly 
presents marked challenges, and these challenges are exacerbated in under-resourced 
contexts, where solutions need to be particularly pragmatic.

However, it is disturbing that by emphasising the problems, and rejecting the 
potential opportunities, there has been a concomitant rejection of the possibilities 
that these innovations still present. There is an imperative to reorientate the discus-
sion and return the focus to how the emergent landscape of educational technology 
and digitally mediated higher education can address the needs of the disadvantaged 
and enable social inclusion (Franco Yanez 2014). There is also a need to draw policy 
attention – both at institutional and at government levels – back to social and public 
imperatives, which have been eclipsed by the commercial possibilities of online 
education. Although there is a small body of innovative literature and research into 
the new forms of provision in challenging or fragile environments with disadvan-
taged students (e.g. Dillahunt et al. 2014; Franco Yanez 2014; de Waard et al. 2014; 
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Moser-Mercer 2014; Nkuyubwatsi 2014; Liyanagunawardena et  al. 2013; Nyoni 
2013; de Boer et al. 2013), the answer to the question “how can online education 
(including MOOCs) help less privileged people to learn and/or gain an acknowl-
edged education?” has not yet been found. Similarly key questions remain: which 
forms of blended and online education can best serve the social and economic inter-
ests of developing countries and of the disadvantaged in unequal societies; and how 
can advances in online education (and successful online education providers) have 
a positive competitive effect on educational practices in public and residential 
higher education institutions?

�Resource Inequality

Inevitably a discussion about resources is a discussion about power and its contesta-
tions – who has access to which resources, and in which configurations: economic, 
material and infrastructural. When considering resource inequality in an educational 
context, Bourdieu’s categories are additionally helpful as they shift beyond the 
financial and economic capital to include cultural capital as either “institutional”, 
i.e. qualifications, or “embodied”, i.e. abilities or dispositions. However, infrastruc-
ture remains the essential starting point. In a global climate where resources are in 
short supply, assumptions about even basic resources such as electricity are often 
misguided. Internet connectivity remains the exception, not the rule, and location is 
key – rates of internet access within the population continue to be largely deter-
mined by levels of development, with North America enjoying 84% connectivity, 
while sub-Saharan Africa has only 13% connectivity (Internet.org 2014).

Within this climate, mobile connectivity seems to provide a solution to the prob-
lem of inequality. However, rates of mobile device ownership and subscription do 
not necessarily translate into opportunities for connectivity, as it is the data that 
determines access, not the device. Mobile data affordability when calculated at 5% 
of monthly income is still low, with 53% of the population in sub-Saharan Africa 
able to afford only 20 MB of data – only just enough for SMS and email. Entry-level 
connectivity is estimated at 100 MB per month, maturing connectivity at 500 MB, 
and full connectivity at a level where online education becomes viable is estimated 
at 2GB per month (Internet.org 2014). This has many implications for learning 
design for mobile and the assumptions which can be made about smartphones.

There are also differing views in developed and developing countries on the pur-
poses of connectivity. In developing countries, people tend to have more practical 
requirements, using connectivity for personal development, as opposed to devel-
oped countries, where people tend to view it as more of a convenience. Forty per-
cent of respondents in developing countries state that connectivity has “improved 
their earning power” – compared with just 17% in developed countries – and 39% 
have experienced a “significant transformation in their access to education” because 
of connectivity (Global Bandwidth Index December 2014).
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All of this means that student populations have become more differentiated, 
delivery models have become more diverse and there is wider differentiation of 
cultural capital. Yet, despite flexible learning becoming more mainstream, the litera-
ture has shown that the sector has not been successful at accommodating part-time, 
flexible and nontraditional students, and universities are not well organised to sup-
port them. This is not only a learning design issue, but a systemic, institutional 
problem. In South Africa, for example, more than 50% of the student population 
within the sector is part-time and has been for some time (Buchler et al. 2007) with 
implications at the institutional, social and personal level. The idea of a homoge-
nous student body or a typical online learner has been shattered as has the fantasy 
of the “digital native”. This perfect online learner is apparently someone who has a 
strong academic self-concept; is competent in the use of online learning technolo-
gies, particularly communication and collaborative technologies; understands and 
engages in social interaction and collaborative learning; possesses strong interper-
sonal and communication skills; and is self-directed (Dabbagh 2007). The much 
more stark and sobering reality, as captured in Beetham’s (2015) research, is of very 
differentiated learner engagement with the digital world, digital skills which are 
shallower than previously thought, the many contradictions hidden in “digital 
native” stories, the minority of active knowledge creation and sharing, activities 
typically introduced by educators and consumer practices and populist values domi-
nating the digital space, with many feeling excluded or worse (Beetham 2015).

Just as embodied cultural capital is an issue pertaining to inequality, institutional 
capital in the form of certification is an equity issue. New forms of provision often 
lack legitimacy, and certification therefore does not carry value but and may even 
carry a form of a stigma. This is a moving target and may shift with time; if it does 
change, it may offer real promise for those in need of legitimate and valued certifi-
cation. For many in developing countries, this – rather than issues of access, sophis-
tication or even context – is the crux of the matter as it is certification which helps 
with employability. Until the issue of verifiable certification for free online courses 
can be resolved, many argue that there will not be much traction in the online learn-
ing arena (de Hart 2014).

�Existential Inequality

According to Therborn, existential is the most neglected type of inequality. He iden-
tifies five main areas where existential inequality manifests, namely, self-
development, autonomy, freedom, dignity and respect. These, of course, pertain 
directly to the work of educators. In the higher education sector, they involve issues 
of power and agency, for both academics and students, and they manifest at differ-
ent levels across the sector and disciplines, within and across institutions and within 
qualifications, curricula and courses. They are about the nature of relationships and 
about who makes decisions.
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It is in this area of inequality that the extent of the resentment towards changes in 
the global landscape is most stark. As Mbembe (2015 p.21) warns, “The rescaling 
of the university is meant to achieve one single goal – to turn it into a springboard 
for global markets. The brutality of this competition is such that it has opened a new 
era of global Apartheid in higher education. In this new era, winners will graduate 
to the status of “world class” universities and losers will be relegated and confined 
to the category of global bush colleges”.

This antipathy has manifested most visibly in attitudes towards MOOCs, where 
critiques include the nature of money, power and condescending attitudes, the 
exclusion of epistemological world views due to practices ingrained in social reali-
ties and questions regarding who the real beneficiaries are. The criticism of neoco-
lonialism has been levelled (Altbach 2014), elaborated forcefully by the view that 
evangelical arguments and self-appointed saviours of the less civilised rule the air-
waves on the global front (Sharma 2013). Such condemnation extends to larger 
trends such as the globalisation of knowledge, where Gregson and others (2015) 
have identified the dangers of a flattened “coca-colonisation” of knowledge, and 
there have been calls for the decolonization of the university, and “pluriversalism, 
via a horizontal strategy of openness to dialogue among different epistemic tradi-
tions” (Mbembe 2015). The digital in education extends issues of inequality and 
privilege into the online space, given that the virtual and the material are indivisible 
and integrated.

Addressing these concerns involves the reshaping of networks, the redrawing of 
provider-recipient relationships and the shifting from a broadcast model where the 
“rest” of the world is the customer to a participatory model. There is a need to 
reduce the digital production gap, reshape the read-write web and move away from 
the consumer culture (Brake 2014; Schroeder 2011) towards a model where access 
means being able to participate not simply to receive.

The wish for more participation and equality online is undermined by the fact 
that most content online originates from the global north (Flick 2011). Ironically the 
open access policies which predominate in Europe and the UK have made this more 
difficult for developing countries, as it means that online content from the global 
south cannot be found amidst the large volumes of content flowing from the north. 
This is problematic, as online representation matters for knowledge, for learning 
and for existential equality – what is found online shapes what comes to be known. 
In addition, legally enabling two-way engagement through the use of open licences 
for remixing and adaptability is essential – anything else is simply another version 
of the broadcast model. Furthermore, user experiences online should be respected, 
and user-generated content should be owned by users.

This is not to say that the global north should not be generating content, but 
rather that fostering partnerships and collaborative relationships regarding new 
kinds of provision is essential. Tensions in new kinds of relationships surface issues 
of mutuality and reciprocity, as Bowles (2015, n.p.) says, “To recognise digital 
learning as the practice that networks small higher education institutions to global 
circuits of influence and profit, we need to think about … this strategic withholding 
of reciprocity”. She then asks, “What are the obligations for care that should 
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accompany the power to impose curriculum from one place on learners at another? 
What are the implications for longer term sustainability of research-led teaching in 
smaller institutions around the world?”

When considering inequality – especially in education – it is impossible to avoid 
language, especially in the virtual sphere. Eighty percent of all online content is in 
one of ten languages: English, Chinese, Spanish, Japanese, Portuguese, German, 
Arabic, French, Russian or Korean. In order to make the internet relevant to 80% of 
the world, it would require content in at least 92 languages (Internet.org 2014). 
Other equity considerations in global online education relate to the extraordinary 
diversity of students now being the norm; and courses increasingly diverse in terms 
of backgrounds, cultures and ethnicities. While “good diversity” can be enriching, 
“bad diversity” reinforces inequality. This surfaces the need for critical learning 
design for diversity in the online space, the reviewing of principles of cultural inclu-
sion (Marrone et al. 2013) and the leveraging of research into design for large-scale 
provision (Kulkami et al. 2015).

The emergence of new online business models is increasing opportunities for 
access. Global access needs to be matched by increased access, and new forms of 
certification are not trivial in a rapidly changing world – they provide new forms of 
opportunities for some groups and value for teacher education, professional devel-
opment and lifelong learning. However, in considering these new opportunities to 
succeed, it is necessary to distinguish between equity of access and equity of out-
comes. Equal opportunities and outcomes in higher education depend crucially on 
supportive institutional environments and cultures, appropriate curricula and learn-
ing and teaching strategies and effective induction and mentoring (Badat 2015).

The challenges of success in online and distance education provision are signifi-
cant, and the value of fully online courses as part of full qualifications has yet to be 
shown. Ultimately, success online requires resources, scaffolding and flexibility, 
and the role and extent of blended formats is unproven. The cost of providing the 
care and support necessary in online education needs to be measured against 
success.

�Conclusion

Issues of inequality pervade the entire higher education landscape – this is undeni-
able. For those in the critical networked learning community, the question then is 
how to ensure values-based pedagogically shaped online learning in an austerity 
environment and a hybrid higher education ecology.

There is a need for critical research, inequality-framed experimentation, for 
equity-driven policy and for advocacy. Critical must be understood in all senses: 
necessary and important; asking difficult, argumentative questions; surfacing power 
relations. Policymakers appreciate research-based evidence, and it is necessary 
more than ever before to be researching the changing environment and theorising 
scholarship. Theory needs to help in understanding the landscape, as changes 
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happen before implications can be understood, and by then new practices are in 
place. New forms of business models which support a commons approach require 
experimentation – this approach is weakened at present, and requires much more 
attention and support. There is a need to innovate with emergent forms of provision, 
with the specific intent to exploit the affordances of technology to support the needs 
of the disadvantaged. If one understands policy to mean the allocation of goals, 
values and resources (Codd 1988), then policy matters more than ever given that it 
shapes an enabling environment. In addition, advocacy is required to remind, 
enlighten and challenge decision makers.

If issues of inequality and inclusion are accepted as crucial and if it is agreed that 
there are critical absences in the global online higher education landscape, then 
what is needed are communities of policy, research and practice by a range of par-
ties to find shared values-led solutions to ensure educational equality for all.
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Chapter 7
Hybrid Presence in Networked Learning: 
A Shifting and Evolving Construct

Apostolos Koutropoulos and Suzan Koseoglu

Abstract  Despite the rapid growth of open online courses (namely, MOOCs) in 
recent years, a fundamental question is still being debated widely in the education 
community: how to design and deliver these MOOCs in a way that is not based on, 
what Freire terms, a banking model of education, in which the teacher has tradition-
ally been the central authority. The goal of this chapter is to examine current con-
ceptions of ways of being in teaching and learning environments through the lens of 
“presence,” and we identify a different type of being, a different “presence,” which 
we term hybrid presence. Instead of a single facilitating role that might be connoted 
by a teaching or teacher presence, we propose a presence which stems out of authentic 
relationships among, what Rheingold terms, esteemed co-learners. Along with 
our proposed hybrid presence, we propose a handful of design principles for design-
ing learning environments that foster this hybrid presence among esteemed 
co-learners.

The proliferation of massive open online courses (MOOCs) is no doubt one of the 
most talked about and debated educational phenomena of this past decade (e.g., 
Friedman 2012; Hyman 2012; Yuan and Powell 2013), and it is at the core of many 
of these discussions where we situate our argument. The hype surrounding MOOCs 
pushes educators to think critically about the purposes and structures of traditional 
education, both residential and online, structures which some types of MOOC of 
this time period are replicating. In addition, open online courses are remarkably 
easy to access, providing a free educational opportunity for anyone who has the 
resources and skills necessary to participate in a networked environment. The 
disruptive, or revolutionary, potential of MOOCs in higher education is often tied to 
notions of educational equity.
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However, as Farmer (2013) argued, there is not yet sufficient evidence to suggest 
that MOOCs “are a ‘[d]isruptive [i]nnovation’ that will resolve issues of access and 
cost” in higher education. First, as Bali (2014) noted, MOOCs are “the next logical 
step” in the evolving landscape of online education (p. 44), which is important to 
consider in our discussions on the potential and future of MOOCs. We believe 
ignoring this opens the doors to misinterpretation of the MOOC phenomenon (i.e., 
the hype about MOOCs) and misinforms the potential trajectories of open online 
courses. Second, classifying MOOCs as a single entity is problematic, as there are 
significant variations in MOOCs in terms of educational vision and overall course 
structure (Bali 2014; Bayne and Ross 2014; Ross et al. 2014). Third, we argue that 
issues of access and equity cannot be addressed simply by putting free content on 
the web. In order for learners to benefit from this educational opportunity, to be full 
participants, and to take advantage of these free offerings, they need, at the very 
least, to have a certain level of proficiency in various literacies and to be self-
motivated. These are, by and large, traits generally acquired through formal educa-
tion. Finally, there is a need to further examine the meaning of disruption in 
education. We argue that real change in education is a collective effort that evolves 
as a result of the interaction between social, economic, political, and cultural reali-
ties of a society or community. In other words, education as a public good is not as 
flexible a domain as consumer products or services to be “disrupted” as a result of a 
single action, product, or philosophy (Kim 2010; Knoll 2009).

Instead, we propose to direct our attention to innovations that are much smaller 
in scale: pedagogical innovations that may go unnoticed in everyday practice. We 
believe the future success of open online courses lies in how well we foster mean-
ingful and memorable learning experiences through effective pedagogies and learn-
ing design. Yet, as Bayne and Ross (2014) argued, “[pedagogy] has been noticeably 
under-represented” in the MOOC discourse (p. 4). Furthermore, teachers’ roles in 
MOOCs are “both significant and neglected” (2014, p. 18).

In this chapter, we build on Bayne and Ross’s (2014) call for a need to focus on 
MOOC pedagogy as a highly visible, demanding, situated, and emergent practice 
by examining and building from the construct of teaching presence. We start from 
looking at teaching presence as creating a meaningful and receptive relationship 
with learners. We also place a spotlight on the diversity of teacher roles in openly 
networked environments. We then discuss the notion of “learners as teachers” and 
how this reframing calls for a reconsideration of these two distinct presences: 
learner presence and teacher presence. Reconsidering these two, we then add to this 
a third presence that is a hybrid of the two. This hybrid presence is particularly use-
ful to consider in networked MOOCs, in which connections learners make (i.e., 
with other learners, their course convenors/facilitators, and resources) and the com-
munity resulting from those connections are at the heart of the educational experi-
ence (Goodyear et al. 2004). Finally, through the lens of hybrid presence, we suggest 
four interrelated learning design principles: prepare to cede authority, embrace 
plasticity, be present with fellow learners, and leave assessments at the door.

All the learning design principles we propose highlight approaches that are 
responsive to the affordances of connectivity and diversity on the World Wide Web. 

A. Koutropoulos and S. Koseoglu



111

In the first principle, cede authority, we suggest that MOOC instructors see them-
selves as convenors of MOOCs and that they see the learners as co-learners in their 
educational journey. The second principle, embrace plasticity, draws attention to the 
importance of being receptive and responsive to the direction and nature of learner 
voices in distributed networks. In the third principle, leave assessments at the door, 
we take a critical look into the accreditation of learners and question the value of 
using traditional assessments in open courses. Finally, in the last principle, be present 
with fellow learners, we suggest using tools that foster mutual empathy and aware-
ness for both learners and teachers to be present in the environment in authentic 
ways. Each principle is illustrated with specific examples from different types of 
network-based MOOCs, such as Change11 MOOC, MobiMOOC 2011, Rhizomatic 
Learning, OLDSMOOC, and UNIV 200: Inquiry and the Craft of Argument.

�Teaching Presence

One of the best known frameworks that addresses teaching presence is the commu-
nity of inquiry (CoI) framework, originally developed by Garrison et al. (2000). The 
CoI framework was originally developed to make sense of the issues around the 
nascent online distance education and to also explore that experience. In this frame-
work, teaching presence is defined as “the design, facilitation, and direction of cog-
nitive and social processes for the purpose of realizing personally meaningful and 
educationally worthwhile outcomes” (Anderson et  al. 2001, p.  5). Everything a 
teacher does to guide and support learners actively, for example, giving directions, 
organizing or facilitating class discussions, and giving feedback, may be considered 
part of teaching presence. Hence, within this framework teaching is seen as a direc-
tive role. The two other presences of the CoI framework, the ones actively managed 
by teaching presence, are termed cognitive and social, and they specifically refer to 
learners exhibiting certain social and cognitive actions. Although social presence, as 
presented, can be considered as something exhibited by the teacher, there does seem 
to be a dichotomy in the CoI with regard to the roles of the teacher and the learner. 
In addition, we observe a separation of cognition and social practice perhaps for 
ease of discussion and for measurement purposes (e.g., see Arbaugh et al. 2008).

Even though we do not base our conception of teaching presence on the CoI 
framework, it is useful to discuss an important proposed extension to the existing 
framework here: emotional presence (Cleveland-Innes and Campbell 2012). 
Cleveland-Innes and Campbell define emotional presence as the outward expres-
sion of affect as it relates to the course, the content, the mediating technology, and 
the individuals in their CoI (Cleveland-Innes and Campbell 2012). However, the 
emotional and affective aspects are separated from the social presence, where they 
currently reside in the CoI framework, and they are expanded. The outward expres-
sion of feeling and affect is important because even though our conception of 
teaching presence encompasses both empathy and awareness, that needs to be 
outwardly expressed, which we will explain in our learning design principles.
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Aligning with the CoI framework, Pacansky-Brock et al. (2015) conceptualized 
teaching presence, empathy, and awareness as building blocks of effective facilita-
tion in online learning environments. According to these scholars, teaching pres-
ence is a strategy to increase learner engagement—it is part of a method to “humanize 
online classes.” Similarly, Kilgore and Lowenthal (2015) argue that “one thing that 
often separates a good online course though from a bad one is an active, caring, 
present instructor who has not forgotten the importance of the human touch” (p. 2), 
which, according to Ross et al. (2014), could also be extended to the tools we use.

In this work we also advocate for humanizing online classes to make them much 
more than mere content delivery. However, we argue that teaching presence is more 
than a collection of facilitation techniques. According to Rodgers and Raider-Roth 
(2006), teaching presence is tied to the lived experience of teachers; it is a shifting 
and evolving process rather than a directly measurable, or an immediately visible, 
construct. Rodgers and Raider-Roth (2006) note:

[We view] teaching as engaging in an authentic relationship with students where teachers 
know and respond with intelligence and compassion to students and their learning. We 
define this engagement as ‘presence’—a state of alert awareness, receptivity and connect-
edness to the mental, emotional and physical workings of both the individual and the group 
in the context of their learning environments and the ability to respond with a considered 
and compassionate best next step. (pp. 265–266)

Thus, teaching presence can be conceptualized as a construct that encompasses 
both empathy and awareness. Further, it can be argued that in an online context, 
teaching presence is more than synchronicity, direct instruction, direct communica-
tion, or visibility through multimedia; rather, it is about creating and maintaining a 
meaningful and receptive relationship with learners.

The framing of teaching presence through relationships also calls for a need to 
examine learner presence in the environment as well, because as Rodgers and 
Raider-Roth (2006) asserted “[t]o be in connection with another human being a 
person needs to see and be seen by the other” (p. 274). We discuss learner presence 
next with a particular focus on how traditional views of learner presence are chal-
lenged in networked environments.

�Learner Presence

Learner presence is not something that appears to have been explored in great depth. 
We do, however, need something with which to juxtapose teaching presence in 
order to get a holistic sense of what happens in classrooms. Some aspects of what 
might fit into a “learner presence” have been explored through the community of 
inquiry (CoI) framework. The CoI has a distinct teaching presence, but no distinct 
learner or learning presence. The two presences which interact and provide us 
with what might have characteristics of a “learner presence” are the social presence 
and the cognitive presence. Social presence is defined as the ability of learners to 
project their personal characteristics, both social and affective, thereby presenting 
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themselves as “real people” in the learning community (Rourke et  al. 2001). 
Cognitive presence is defined as the extent to which learners are able to construct 
and confirm meaning through sustained reflection and discourse (Garrison et  al. 
2000). These two presences, which explicitly refer to the learner, can be thought of 
as providing the core of what the CoI authors might consider as applying only to 
learners.

Learner presence is a proposed extension to the core CoI framework mentioned 
previously. This extension comes from Shea and Bidjerano (2010) who, in their 
view, state that there is an element missing from the CoI, namely, the sense of self-
efficacy on the learner’s part. They connect self-efficacy to learner effort, which 
leads into the original framework’s cognitive presence.

As we noted before, another extension to the CoI framework comes from 
Cleveland-Innes and Campbell (2012) who propose “emotional presence.” 
Emotional presence is defined as “the outward expression of emotion, affect, and 
feeling by individuals and among individuals in a community of inquiry, as they 
relate to and interact with the learning technology, course content, students, and the 
instructor” (p.  283). In the construct of emotional presence, we see not just the 
doing aspect of learners that we see in the cognitive and social presences but also 
the feeling or affective aspect of learning. This proposed expansion of the CoI 
pushes our understanding of the learner a bit further by separating out the emotional 
aspects from the social and, by doing so, perhaps giving us a better understanding 
of the learner. However, the “dualism between the abstract mind and concrete mate-
rial social practice” was questioned by many scholars (e.g., see Hodgson et al. 2014; 
Parchoma 2016). Parchoma (2016) further called for approaches that transcend such 
dualisms and open “new examinations and problematizations” in networked 
learning.

While the CoI and the proposed expansions, such as emotional presence or 
learner presence, provide us with some dimensions of the learner, there is an impor-
tant aspect that isn’t particularly addressed. That aspect is the aspect of power 
dynamics in a classroom between and among the teacher and the learner. These 
power dynamics may be real or perceived. For example, while the CoI framework 
does not exclude learners from exercising teaching presence, it is not the de facto 
stance of the learners to direct and design for the reaching of learning objectives. In 
this way we see learner presence, as it currently stands, as a presence where one is 
being directed and instructed to perform certain things in certain ways. Thus, taking 
cues from both what is in the CoI and what is not, and for the purposes of this paper, 
we define traditional learner presence as the extent to which learners, under external 
direction by an individual who orchestrates a course, are able to construct and con-
firm meaning and engage socially and affectively within their learning community.

It is important to note here that learner presence in traditional classes are typi-
cally limited by the boundaries of traditional learning such as time, physical space, 
and accreditation through formalized assessments (Dron 2016). One other boundary 
Dron posits is the lecture method. Within a physical environment where rooms are 
built and arranged in certain ways, where we may have classes in rooms such as 
large auditoria, the pedagogy is partly dictated to us by the physical environment in 
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which learning takes place. Certain varieties of MOOCs have replicated those 
structures without critically considering why those structures exist in the first place. 
However, as Bayne (2016) argued, “[n]etworked learning does not happen ‘in’ a 
space; it produces space newly”; that is, learning spaces can be emergent, and 
multiple spaces can coexist and evolve at different times and rates.

Why are we discussing traditional teacher and learner roles and issues with space 
and boundaries here? Because our understanding of learner presence is much more 
fluid; it is constantly shaped by learner agency and motivation in networked spaces. 
It is a construct that is closely tied to identity. As we also noted before in this chapter, 
our understanding of teaching presence is also a fluid construct because it is recep-
tive and responsive to learner presence, with all its complexities. Thus, if the nature 
of learner presence changes, the nature of teaching presence should change too, and 
vice versa. For this reason we posit a new and evolving understanding of presence 
in a networked learning environment: the hybrid presence. We further elaborate on 
this complex presence in the next section.

�Hybrid Presence

Our focus in this paper is hybrid presence, a construct that emerges out of authentic 
relationships in a networked learning environment. Hybrid presence is a presence 
that is not firmly set in either teacher presence or learner presence but rather some-
where in between. In traditional learning environments, even though we can design 
with learner-centered pedagogies in mind, there is still an institutional pull toward a 
central authority. This authority has traditionally been the course instructor, who 
obtains their power and authority from the institution, and it is this bestowing of 
power that puts them in the instructor’s position. The instructor designs not just the 
bureaucratic aspects of the course such as goals, objectives, deliverables, and dead-
lines but also sets the tone and scope of the course and thus frames boundaries that 
learners may not necessarily be welcomed to surpass. Learners in such environ-
ments, even when allowed to play freely and explore, are still being directed to do 
so. This power dynamic maintains a clear separation between teaching and learning 
roles. All the frameworks we discussed earlier in this chapter on teaching presence 
illustrate this separation in varying degrees.

In networked learning environments, however, these roles are not always as 
clear-cut. As Kop et al. (2011) noted, teachers can have complex and multidimen-
sional roles in networked learning including “aggregating, curating, amplifying, 
modelling … coaching or mentoring” (p. 89). These are also roles which can be 
adopted by learners in networked MOOCs, such as connected courses (http://con-
nectedcourses.net/) or Rhizomatic Learning (http://rhizomatic.net/). Also through 
aggregating, remixing, repurposing, and feeding forward—roles that were described 
by Siemens and Downes (2011) as important for participating in MOOCs—learners 

A. Koutropoulos and S. Koseoglu

http://connectedcourses.net/
http://connectedcourses.net/
http://rhizomatic.net/


115

can, in fact, shape the course as much as, and perhaps more than, the instructor. 
Thus, by reframing the role of the learner, and by acknowledging the additional 
roles of instructors in networked environments, we see a blurring of traditional 
teacher and learner roles. Indeed, as Cutajar (2016) observed in networked learning 
“teachers and learners gravitate towards becoming teachers and learners for each 
other” (p. 1) with growing awareness of one another’s potential.

For example, in Rhizomatic Learning (e.g., http://z.umn.edu/rhizo14), while 
there may have been a weekly prompt from the course facilitator, learners did not 
necessarily follow the directives of the course facilitators, providing new and unex-
pected paths to explore the concept of rhizomatic learning. Learners could deviate 
from the predetermined weekly topic in class discussions and craft their own pock-
ets of participation around topics of mutual inquiry. Furthermore, participants have 
the capability of extending the duration of the official course. This is something that 
was observed in Rhizomatic Learning 2014 (rhizo14) when participants started rec-
ommending and pursuing topics after the course was formally over (Cormier 2014). 
As such, learners approach the course directives as suggestions for a given module 
and interact with fellow participants in both a teaching and learning capacity, lead-
ing us to the notion of hybrid presence, one which is fluid and encompasses both 
teaching and learning presences.

We would like to emphasize that we don’t see hybrid presence as simply a 
mashup of traditional teaching presence and traditional learner presence. While ele-
ments of the two overlap, the mix of actions, structure, and power relationships 
work toward producing a third presence that has elements of the two previous pres-
ences while at the same time developing certain unique characteristics of its own 
(see Table 7.1).

For both learners and course convenors, moving toward hybrid presence is not a 
straightforward process because it is directly related to identity and belonging in 
a group or network and real (or perceived) power relations. In other words, 
hybrid presence is only possible with meaningful connections and participation in 

Table 7.1  Moving toward hybrid presence

Teaching presence Hybrid presence Learner presence

Directing Co-directing Directed
Broadcaster Broadcasting and receiving Receiver
Designer Co-traversing Assessed
Assessor Co-designing Action other-initiated
Self-initiated action Co-learning Power dynamic low

Power dynamic high Negotiated power relationships Social/self-directed
Social/self-directed Social/self-directed Social/other-directed
Enforcer of institutional rules and 
norms

Mutual inquiry Limited flexibility

Limited flexibility Flexible rules and course 
directions
Networked
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community, which members of a networked learning community to start to break 
down barriers.

Approaching a state of hybrid presence will be different depending on what the 
starting point is. For a teacher, coming from a traditional teacher presence, moving 
toward hybrid presence will include thinking strategically. Some learners in the 
convened networked MOOC may be known to the teacher-convenor already, and 
therefore those connections might already exist. Some learners will be new, and 
those connections need to be negotiated and traversed. This is a conscious process 
because a teacher, perhaps coming from a traditional learning environment with 
boundaries, should be aware of the power potential that their role carries. In order to 
accomplish this, teachers will need to provide a sandbox for the community to 
develop their state of hybrid presence, and in effect cede authority of that sandbox, 
but also provide support structures for learners to successfully develop their identity 
in this new environment.

Conversely, on the learner side of the equation, some learners, those who already 
know the instructor, might already have a head start in developing their hybrid pres-
ence, while others might not. Other students—described as category 1 network 
learners by Cutajar (2016)—will first, and primarily, focus on the interaction 
between themselves and the learning materials. However a networked environment 
means that greater affordances are provided by the enabling of connections not just 
between learner and course materials but also between the learners and their fellow 
co-learners; and as learners strengthen those connections with their fellow co-
learners, additional connections to entities outside of the community can take root. 
This process of connecting both within and outside of the community is directly tied 
a sense of learner identity. Whereas in traditional learner presence, the learner was 
directed more by a guiding force, was a receiver of information, and was the assessed 
party (among other qualities), in developing their state of hybrid presence, they are 
now co-directing their learning, the power relationships are negotiated, and they are 
much more granular as learners are members of both a larger learning community 
and smaller sub-communities within that larger community (as their networks 
develop). They design assessments that work for them, not necessarily taking some-
thing that is dictated by the instructor. Hence, we see that the establishment of 
hybrid presence hinges on establishing, cultivating, and maintaining connections in 
the network, which require an advanced level of networked literacies (Rheingold 
2013). Thus, teachers in a state of hybrid presence should help learners “establish, 
cultivate and use social connections” (Kehrwald and Oztok 2016); this can be both 
within the learning community but also outside of the community as resources exist 
both within the bounds of the networked MOOC and outside it. This breakdown of 
the barriers between formal and informal learning and the creation of connections 
should assist learners to develop their own agency, as it meets their own emergent 
learning needs.

In the next section of this paper, we propose some key learning design principles 
aligning with hybrid presence, which we believe has significant potential in improv-
ing the open course pedagogy.
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�Learning Design Principles

The MOOC format(s) hold unique challenges for instructors and learners, ranging 
from course design, to feedback, to the scope and aims of assessment, to copyright 
considerations (Koutropoulos and Zaharias 2015). Presence, and what it means to 
be present in the course, is also one of the central challenges. For example, “the low 
barrier to entry and departure” (Koutropoulos et  al. 2012, p.  11) of most open 
courses can attract a large number of learners who may all have varied and conflict-
ing goals as compared to those of the course designers. Learners may not be inter-
ested in completing the course or actively participating in class activities—their 
movements through the course may not even be visible in the learning environment 
(deWaard et al. 2011; Kop et al. 2011). However, we believe, as Morris and Stommel 
(2013) argued, that “meaningful relationships are as important in a class of three as 
they are in a class of 10,000. In fact, the best pedagogies are co-produced and arise 
directly from these relationships.” Bali (2015) provides some insight on how to 
approach this seemingly impossible task:

You cannot possibly know every individual or see every blog post, comment, or tweet. This 
often means that you will miss some things, and in missing them, miss entire consequences 
built upon them. So there will also always have to be a humility of “knowing we do not 
know.” (para. 24)

With the humility of knowing we cannot know, and we do not need to know, 
everything in an openly networked environment, we suggest the following learning 
design principles as a starting point to design for hybrid presence in a networked 
learning environment.

�Prepare to Cede Authority

In traditional coursework there are various ways in which the instructor of the 
course is the authority of the course. This authority can exist in areas of content, 
course structure, course flow, course assessments, and, if need be, course-related 
discipline. This authority sets boundaries for the course and for the learners in that 
course. Topics, approaches, and ways of knowing outside of those boundaries are 
not always encouraged, because the instructor might also have a mandate to stay 
within those boundaries. Individual MOOCs do not exist in highly regimented aca-
demic environments, and they are not necessarily part of established curricula. This 
freedom of entry and exit, and the freedom of learners to explore in a consequence-
free environment, may explain the lack of participation reported in the MOOC lit-
erature (Koutropoulos and Zaharias 2015), as compared to traditional course 
participation.

Given this freedom of learners, instead of looking to traditional models of class-
room authority to encourage sustained participation, we suggest that MOOC 
instructors see themselves as convenors of MOOCs and that they see the learners 
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that sign up for the MOOC that they convene not as empty vessels to be filled by 
new knowledge but as esteemed co-learners (Rheingold 2014) in their educational 
journey. The course convenor may not be the only one that has a high level of 
knowledge and understanding of the topic. Since MOOCs attract participants with 
varied levels of prior knowledge, learning opportunities exist not just from a top-
down direction, as we see perhaps in traditional classrooms, but rather they exist in 
a networked manner where learning opportunities can come from any source.

Ceding control can range from the traditional inclusion of guest speakers to pro-
moting and permitting esteemed co-learners to take control of the course or some 
aspect of the course. The former example can be seen in action in the Change11 
MOOC (http://change.mooc.ca/) where each week promoted different people to the 
spotlight of the MOOC, while the latter example can be seen in action in Rhizomatic 
Learning 2014 (http://z.umn.edu/rhizo14) and Rhizomatic Learning 2015 (http://
rhizomatic.net/) MOOCs, where learners either took control of the course once the 
MOOC formally ended (rhizo14) or jumped in and started working on proposed 
topics for the given week when the course convenor was late in proposing the 
weekly topic (Rhizomatic Learning 2015). This deviation from the original plan 
helps cultivate not only learning but also a sense of ownership in the course, which 
we explain further in our next principle “embrace plasticity.”

�Embrace Plasticity

As we will discuss further in the next design principle, the distributed nature of 
expertise in MOOCs requires a shift from designing performance and outcome-
based assessments to assessments that encourage self-reflection and connectivity. 
As such, the direction of learning can be unpredictable and may not align with ini-
tial goals and objectives. This uncertainty can, in fact, be a strength in the environ-
ment if we allow ourselves to modify the course design based on feedback and 
learner activity.

Aligning with this theme, Campbell (2014a) once noted that successful learning 
and teaching calls for a need to “pay attention to surprises along the way, amplify 
those surprises that go in a good direction, and always value that moment of sur-
prise” (15:37). For example, from a technological perspective, the use of a course 
hashtag is something that brings together members of a networked community. An 
example of using a hashtag to bring together a MOOC community on Twitter can be 
seen in MobiMOOC 2011 (Koutropoulos et al. 2014). By establishing and using a 
course hashtag, the course convenor allows for the bringing together of a commu-
nity across many networked spaces. This act enables learners to be active in spaces 
that they feel comfortable in and does not force discussion on just one sanctioned 
discussion forum. Hashtags provide a marker that distinguishes posts as belonging 
to a specific course regardless of the space they are in. This also allows for the cre-
ation of subgroups and subnetworks of the main course, allowing them to take the 
course in a direction that they feel it needs to go. This enables the course convenor, 

A. Koutropoulos and S. Koseoglu

http://change.mooc.ca/
http://z.umn.edu/rhizo14
http://rhizomatic.net
http://rhizomatic.net


119

and other co-learners, to be members of both the “main” course community and 
members of any other community that forms in the course. While the course conve-
nor is usually the person who sets the original hashtag, learners exhibiting a hybrid 
presence in the course can create, use, and disseminate additional hashtags to create 
and promote sub-communities in the course. In turn, the course convenor can pro-
mote such grassroots hashtags in order to raise awareness and contribute to the 
diversification of the course. Such responsiveness, we believe, is vital to help learn-
ers have voice in the environment and feel a sense of ownership in the course design 
and structure.

�Leave Assessments at the Door

One of the potential functions of courses is the accreditation of the learner. Credits 
for learning can come in many different forms, with some of the popular ones being 
certificates of participation, college credits, digital badges, diplomas, and profes-
sional certifications. In the original instantiations of MOOCs, such as those in 
Connectivism and Connective Knowledge in 2008 and 2011 (CCK08 and CCK11) 
and Change MOOC: Education, Learning, and Technology (Change11), there were 
no assessments of learning. Learners, in heutagogical fashion, set goals for their 
own learning and gauged their success based on their own standards. In heutagogy 
the convenor “facilitates the learning process by providing guidance and resources, 
but fully relinquishes ownership of the learning path and process to the learner, who 
negotiates learning and determines what will be learned and how it will be learned” 
(Blaschke 2012). In later instantiations of MOOCs, the so-called xMOOCs, more 
traditional forms of assessment, such as multiple choice exams and mini essays, 
made it back into the what was considered appropriate components of a MOOC, 
resulting perhaps from the need to offer some mechanism to gauge “completeness” 
for the purposes of a certification.

Some might argue that the insistence on assessment and certification in these 
types of MOOCs have given rise to new ways of cheating. One recent method of 
cheating, proposed by Northcutt et al. (2015), involves having multiple accounts in 
a system in order to harvest the right answers to an automated assessment. These 
right answers are then used by the main account of the user to earn a passing mark 
(2015). While these learner innovations in circumventing assessments in such 
MOOCs may be viewed by some as academic dishonesty, there may be deeper 
issues than simply wanting to cheat one’s way past the exam. It is possible that 
assessments themselves are flawed instruments for gauging learning that is occur-
ring in MOOCs. We argue that a better way of designing a MOOC is not with 
assessment in mind but rather with opportunities for self-reflection, artifacts that 
make sense to the learners, and the creation of meaningful connections with fellow 
learners. The course design should afford these opportunities to learners. Instead 
of using traditional assessment instruments which are out of context in a MOOC 
environment, it would be better to build learning opportunities that encourage 
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learners to reflect on the process of learning, through tools such as blogs, portfolios, 
and learner-generated personal learning environments and through project work. By 
encouraging learners to connect with one another, and to provide non-compulsory 
critical review of peer’s work, MOOCs become much more of a community of 
learning rather than a mechanism for central learner credentialing.

Examples of such work can be seen in courses like OLDSMOOC (olds.ac.uk) 
where learners interested in receiving a badge created projects that were relevant to 
them by using principles learned in the MOOC. Learners who were interested in 
peer review then submitted their work to a review bank to receive feedback. While 
badges were dispatched by the course convenors, they were more tokens of partici-
pation in some aspect of the course, not as a credentialing mechanism, and not as a 
token of whole course participation. This participation in the course also required 
something more substantive than reading the week’s materials or filling out the 
answers to a multiple choice exam. Examples of these more substantive measures 
included weekly reflections, designing and sharing a learning design, offering peer 
feedback on other’s learning designs, remixing open educational resources, and 
contributing sources to the community toolbox. Hence, badges were more activity-
driven rather than based on performance on assessments.

�Be Present with Fellow Learners

We suggest thinking about presence as a communal construct in learning environ-
ments: it can only exist and develop with relationships. It is vital that we choose, and 
encourage the use of, tools that might nurture these relationships, because they 
directly impact the quality and direction of the learning experience. We particularly 
suggest designing the learning environment around tools that foster mutual empathy 
and awareness. For example, a welcome video does not necessarily lend itself to 
mutual empathy as it is often times one-way communication. Blogging, on the other 
hand, allows for multiple interactions (e.g., interaction with other learners, instruc-
tors/facilitators, and content/issue of study) and has the potential to create new and 
unexpected paths of learning, as we have observed in Virginia Commonwealth 
University’s first MOOC, UNIV 200: Inquiry and the Craft of Argument (www.
thoughtvectors.net).

This research writing course was designed around the idea of “launching thought 
vectors into concept space,” that is, the sharing of “lines of inquiry, wonder, puzzle-
ment, and creative desire emerging from individual minds” (Campbell 2014b) in the 
communal spaces of the web. These spaces, particularly customized learner blogs, 
were a place for learners to be present on the web in authentic ways (Koseoglu 
2016). The instructors of the course also blogged along with learners and encour-
aged open reflection and transparency throughout the course and beyond. For exam-
ple, in a blog post titled “Letter to Learner” (http://www.gardnercampbell.net/
blog1/?p=2344), Gardner Campbell—one of the course instructors and designers—
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reflected on his feelings and reactions in response to a student who raised concerns 
about the course structure. In doing so, Campbell portrays an instructor who is will-
ing to listen, and respond with empathy and understanding, to students in the course. 
Thus, the blogging platform provides an outlet to the outward expression of affect, 
which is important to build meaningful presence as we discussed earlier in this 
chapter and to engage in democratic conversations between teachers and students. 
This, we believe, is an approach that is responsive to, and that capitalizes effectively 
on, the diversity in MOOCs and the connections that could be made in the learning 
community and beyond. Blogging is also useful to create a learning community 
where traditional power relationships are deconstructed with mutual respect and 
readiness to learn from one another (Becker et al. 2014). Note how presence in this 
context is not an afterthought or an add-on through multimedia; it is, in fact, an 
inseparable part of the learning process.

�Going Forward

In this chapter, we have argued that the disruptive power of MOOCs is not a prop-
erty inherent in either the instructional design format or the delivery method; rather, 
we viewed disruption in education as a complex process informed by our educa-
tional visions and pedagogy. We then suggested four interrelated design principles 
(prepare to cede authority, embrace plasticity, be present with fellow learners, and 
leave assessments at the door) to improve the open course pedagogy through the 
lens of hybrid presence. We described hybrid presence as a fluid and evolving con-
struct that emerges with the breaking down of traditional teacher and learner roles 
and power structures. We also posited that this process is only possible with mean-
ingful connections and relationships learners and teachers build in a networked 
environment, which require certain digital literacies, such as networked literacy, and 
an openness to working with others in public spaces.

The learning design principles we suggest in this chapter should be interpreted as 
broadly outlined suggestions or roadmaps, as we acknowledge there is a uniqueness 
in each MOOC and the emergent nature of pedagogical decisions that might impact 
the learning ecology of a specific MOOC. These principles could also be applicable 
to smaller, traditional online courses, yet readers should bear in mind the inherent 
flexibility of MOOCs (e.g., no accreditation requirements, no final grade, etc.) and 
how that flexibility contrasts with the traditional boundaries of learning. We call for 
future research that examine the construct of hybrid presence and the principles 
recommended in this chapter in different contexts, including small-scale online 
classes, using methods that are appropriate to the complexity and relational nature 
of teaching. We expect that future research will connect to existing lines of inquiry, 
and educational philosophies, such as Freire’s and Freirean scholars’ work on 
critical pedagogy, as well as lines of inquiry in networked learning environments, 
both on- and offline.
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Chapter 8
Designing an Inclusive Intercultural 
Online Participatory Seminar for Higher 
Education Teachers and Professionals

Ilene D. Alexander and Alexander Fink

Abstract  How do we design an inclusive, collaborative online learning space to 
encourage deep discussion, analysis, and practical change in the pedagogical prac-
tices of present and future university teachers? How especially do we foster this 
engagement around “difficult” and “common sense” conversations? With these 
questions in mind, the authors explore their development of a relational, reflexive, 
dialogical, and praxis-oriented online learning space as a springboard for co-
creation of intercultural teaching and learning knowledge and practice among edu-
cation professionals. The authors draw on their locations as an experienced educator 
of future teachers and a graduate student in youth leadership, both rooted in social 
justice activism and interdisciplinary scholarship to discuss developing a seminar 
that (1) embodied its content (intercultural, inclusive learning and teaching) in 
praxis, (2) supported development of networked learning connections between 
learners, teachers, resources we collectively brought together, and (3) extended to 
the communities that participants entered daily as teachers and learners. This chap-
ter details the process of co-designing such a seminar, discusses some of the peda-
gogical processes utilized to promote the co-production of knowledge with 
participants, and explores the outcomes of these efforts with participants.

�Introduction

We have spent our careers working within educational traditions that elevate the 
importance of connectivity and the co-production of knowledge, two key elements 
defining networked learning (Beaty et al. 2010). Our experiences as participants in 

I. D. Alexander (*) 
Center for Educational Innovation, University of Minnesota-Twin Cities,  
Minneapolis, MN, USA
e-mail: alexa032@umn.edu 

A. Fink 
Youth Studies, School of Social Work, University of Minnesota, St. Paul, MN, USA

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-74857-3_8&domain=pdf
mailto:alexa032@umn.edu


126

higher education – as learners and instructors, teaching mentors and educational 
consultants – shaped our belief that an advanced course exploring inclusive inter-
cultural learning and teaching would greatly enhance professional development for 
future university instructors in first-level teaching professional development courses. 
In our learning and mentoring roles, we have observed experienced, well-intentioned 
teachers fumble or fail in fostering deeply inclusive environments that enable learn-
ing for all students in various learning spaces. In our teaching and educational con-
sulting roles, we have learned that creating inclusive intercultural environments 
requires setting aside many “common sense” teaching practices to consciously cre-
ate learning spaces that support a broad range of learners when they are with us in a 
course and when they move into other learning and life spaces rife with messages 
and practices that marginalize diverse learners and impair learning for many 
students.

These multiple roles and our shared commitment to social justice philosophies 
combined with requests from past students and current teaching colleagues prompted 
us to initially propose the Multicultural Inclusive Learning and Teaching seminar 
we explore in this chapter. To support broad access to the seminar, we gained Center 
for Educational Innovation authorization to develop a modified open boundary 
online course (Kernohan 2013) so that anyone whose higher education role engaged 
them in working with university and college students would be able to engage the 
seminar.

In this initial stage, we turned to work by two sets of pedagogical mentors 
Septima Clark (1962, 1964) and Myles Horton (2003), education director and 
founding director of Highlander Folk School, respectively, and to Minnesota-based 
scholars Carolyn Shrewsbury (1987) and Stephen Brookfield (2007), whose femi-
nist and/or critical pedagogies work and writing embody practices established at 
Highlander. Opening in 1932 as a cultural centre with a focus on leadership among 
“local people” located in the Appalachian region of the southern US state of 
Tennessee, Highlander Folk School has always existed as an interracial, intercul-
tural organization, even in times when state legislation banned such gatherings 
through the 1960s. Work during the initial decade was deeply linked to labour orga-
nizing and building of cross-class alliances; from the 1940s onward, civil rights and 
social justice work have been at the heart of Highlander’s work. Horton and Clark 
both advocated participant-generated education, organization, and leadership. 
Participants during this rich civil rights era included Rosa Parks and Martin Luther 
King early in their activism; groups of primarily white college students and full-
time teachers from northern US states joining with students and community orga-
nizers of colour from southern states to staff of the 1964 Freedom Summer schools 
and community centres hosting the voter registration efforts; and community lead-
ers training to become teachers in Citizenship Schools that would prepare black 
voters for successfully passing restrictive voter registration requirements in the seg-
regated US south. Now called Highlander Research and Education Center, the cen-
tre remains a place where people pursue Highlander’s mission of “com[ing] together 
to interact, build friendships, craft joint strategy and develop the tools and 

I. D. Alexander and A. Fink



127

mechanisms needed to advance a multi-racial, inter-generational movement for 
social and economic justice”.

From these activist teacher roots, we committed specifically to:

	1.	 Incorporate learning practices developed at Highlander Folk School – relational, 
reflexive and praxis-oriented – to reflect our understanding that classrooms as 
learning spaces can be “treated as a consciously experienced set of conditions 
and surroundings, where people can come to understand the nature of society by 
examining the conflict situations and the crises thrust upon them, in their own 
personal lives…” (Horton 2003, p. 243).

	2.	 Draw on practices embodied in Shrewsbury’s description of the classroom as a 
networked learning space, “characterized as persons connected in a net of rela-
tionships with people who care about each other’s learning as well as their own 
is very different from classroom that is comprised of teacher and students” 
(1987, p. 6).

In the process of designing, three compelling, emergent questions required our 
attention as we collaborated with students from previous courses, teaching col-
leagues, disability resources student services staff and academic teaching and tech-
nology consultants:

•	 How do we design a seminar as an open online learning space where teaching 
professionals explore rich pedagogical histories, intercultural and inclusive 
learning theories and boundary crossing practices through dialogical discussions 
(Coffield and Edwards 2009; Lather 1991)?

•	 How do we counter repressive tolerance – the practice of allowing all voices to 
be heard, even if they play on systemically harmful narratives (like racism, sex-
ism, etc.) (Brookfield 2007)?

•	 How do we wrestle with the pervasive “problem of time” (Wallace 2000) – prac-
titioners’ ongoing hope to infuse multicultural learning and teaching practices 
that is often sidelined by perceptions of them not having enough time to “deal 
with” classroom diversity or enough support to “get to” the work of building 
more intercultural learning and teaching practices?

This paper details the process of codesigning such a course, discusses some of 
the pedagogical processes utilized to promote the co-production of knowledge with 
participants and explores the outcomes of these efforts with participants. We begin 
by exploring the course design process, including the background behind goals and 
aims, pedagogical approach and module design. In the section that follows, we fur-
ther explore the selection of content, activity, assessment and discussion practices to 
support creation of an inclusive learning community that would support participants 
from across disciplines and institutions to co-produce knowledge within and beyond 
the seminar. Finally, we draw on data collected from the first two iterations of the 
course to explore outcomes for participants and to address changes we have made 
based on feedback.
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�Designing an Inclusive Intercultural Teaching-Learning Space

To begin, we addressed Dee Fink’s ideal impact guiding questions: “What would I 
like the impact of this course to be on students, 2–3 years after the course is over? 
What would distinguish students who have taken this course from students who 
have not?” (Fink 2004, p. 10). Our largescale goal for this open online participatory 
seminar would be to focus on inclusive intercultural learning and teaching with 
teaching-oriented higher education practitioners (e.g., teachers, student support pro-
fessionals and pedagogical administrators across disciplines, geographies and cul-
tural and personal identities) working dialogically and collaboratively to develop 
pedagogical practices agile and robust enough to support the broad range of learners 
enrolled in our colleges, programs and courses. Further, participants would work 
together to re-examine and expand individual, collective, collegial and cultural 
ideas about what we teach, how we attend to who is in the classroom, when we 
address tensions/conflicts, where to be transparent and why all this matters.

As seminar designers and facilitators, we would amplify three components 
embedded in the ideal impact goals:

•	 Action teacher as convener, facilitator, participant, advocate, questioner/quester, 
lecturer, responder, hub, researcher, organizer and specialist roles for all 
participants.

•	 Pluralize theories and pedagogies in selecting materials, just as we would see 
students in the plural in terms of demographics, identity, interests and liminality 
(Burke and Crozier 2012; Waite et al. 2013).

•	 Foster relationships among all participants through collaboration, co-construction 
and critical and reflective reflection within dialogue across identities and institu-
tions (Beaty et al. 2002).

Our design practice also built on our experiences within cMOOCs and pMOOCs – 
connectivist and project-based MOOCs – that each of us participated in as profes-
sional development learners (e.g. CMC11, Mooc Mooc, OLDS MOOC, EC&I 831 
and FSLT12 and FSLT13). Across these engagements, especially as we reflected on 
our own experiences of learner and lurking roles in Oxford Brookes’ First Steps in 
Learning and Teaching modules (Waite et al. 2013), we recognized the importance 
of “lurking learners” – whom we came to identify as lurners – as active agents to 
keep in mind throughout our design process.

From these experiences, we needed to select a virtual learning environment that 
would allow participants to choose among multiple modes of participation – from 
enrolled for credit, to badge-earning, to participation in peer discussion within or 
beyond the open online participatory seminar (OOPS) learning space and on to dip-
ping in for reading, uploading and downloading materials that supported an indi-
vidual’s further lurning (the acts of lurking for learning). As a seminar that would 
include graduate students enrolled for credit as well as practitioners seeking profes-
sional development, with both constituent groups newly exploring aspects of inclu-
sive intercultural teaching and learning practices, we sought to build our learning 
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space within a platform where it would be safe to risk exploration and expression of 
new ideas. For this we selected our university-supported VLE, Moodle, as a place 
where all who registered for the seminar could access discussion forums, open 
resources and badge-earning activities including peer exchange and feedback. The 
addition of a YouTube channel and seminar blog made it possible to share seminar 
materials in a public, open access mode.

Lastly, to cap this stage of designing for inclusive learning, we adopted a design 
for inclusive learning process. For us, this approach blends work by several scholars 
on multicultural teaching and learning (Biggs and Tang 2007; Chávez 2007; Gómez 
2008; Kaplan and Miller 2007; Wiggins and McTighe 2005). Alongside this, we 
relied on an inclusion framework offered by CAST, the Center for Applied Special 
Technology’s Universal Design for Learning, which considers how to best serve 
students with disabilities and extends to course design that “take[s] into account the 
wide variability of learners in higher education environments” (UDL on 
Campus n.d.). Design for learning is the base from which we build inclusive inter-
cultural learning and teaching practices and spaces. To design backwards, we com-
posed five learning aims to guide us in the basic work of constructing the seminar 
curriculum and site design (selection of seminar materials, development of discus-
sion forum prompts – which would become the core seminar materials – and con-
structionist badge activities and creation of frameworks for feedback and 
assessment):

•	 Interact with – respond to, analyse and discuss – readings in a reflective practice 
mode, reviewing via multiple lenses, considering diverse perspectives, address-
ing personal contexts and imagining professional possibilities.

•	 Develop a personal – contextual, robust and dynamic – understanding of MILT 
through participation in discussion forums and activity workshops.

•	 Engage ideas in multiple ways – spoken, verbal, visual/audio and written – in 
order to create teaching/learning activities and/or artefacts.

•	 Apply core course design constructs – course alignment, universal design for 
learning and a range of critical multicultural pedagogical principles – to one’s 
teaching roles and learning responsibilities.

•	 Stretch to create among ourselves – and beyond this course – learning spaces 
akin to those we seek for our students as we exchange and expand our viewpoints 
through our new interactions.

In all, for the first run of our seminar, 70 participants signed up in response to our 
small-scale email and social network postings. They came equally from science, 
education and liberal arts departments and identified across multiple sexualities, 
ethnicities, genders, home places, teaching spaces, class backgrounds and family 
affiliations. More than half of the registered participants ventured into at least two 
of the six modules, with 13 signing up for credit, which would require ongoing 
participation in all module discussion forums and completion of the four badge 
activities, and nearly an equal number of registrants participating regularly in the 
lurning mode. The following list sets out module topics and badge activities:
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	1.	 Seminar Welcome
	2.	 Who In the World Are We?
	3.	 What is MILT? / Badge 1 – Philosophy Statement
	4.	 Why Begin with Learning and Learners? / Badge 2 – Assignment Design
	5.	 When Do Words Fail Us?
	6.	 How Do Discussions Become Dialogic? / Badge 3 – Discussion Reflection
	7.	 Where do MILT and Course Design Align? / Badge 4 – Course Design

Within each module, we incorporated four sections: Introduction to frame a 
module’s topic within learning and diversity science literature, Information to show-
case 2–3 open resources as seeds for participant-driven content creation through 
discussion, Insights to feature resources expanding the research and practice base in 
light of participants’ contexts and Activities as the anchor for each module, linking 
to a discussion forum, and to badge activity exchanges of artefacts and feedback. 
Materials within the Introduction, Information and Insights sections included 
images we selected; meta-essays we composed to synthesize core theory/history/
praxis ideas into a 2-page, hyperlinked essay; video-based resources we scripted or 
invited to showcase intercultural learning and teaching ideas developed within our 
own networks; and curated texts (articles, blog posts and essays, as well as samples 
drawn from colleagues teaching materials) that allowed us to embed materials offer-
ing an intercultural array of pedagogical voices and approaches (see Fig. 8.1 for a 
sample module page screenshot). While we designed the full seminar in advance, 
we also integrated new resources in an emergent design as we learned more about 
seminar participants through discussion and feedback forums.

Fig. 8.1  Sample module page
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�Ethos: Community and Climate

There were two main areas of concern guiding the design process: (1) the commu-
nity and ethos of the seminar and (2) the seminar climate, or learning atmosphere, 
we hoped to create to support a range of participation and participants. These frame-
works are discussed next.

�Community and Learning Circles

Our intention was to work within each module as we would within other learning 
circle spaces (Wallace 2011, p. 12). Learning circles were foundational to Highlander 
Folk School’s praxis in hosting racially (class-, gender-, age-, education- and sexu-
ality-) integrated workshops. Highlander’s founder Myles Horton says this of learn-
ing circles in a conversation with Paulo Freire:

“Circle” is not an accidental term, for there is no head of the table at Highlander workshops; 
everybody sits around in a circle. The job of the staff members is to create a relaxed atmo-
sphere in which the participants feel free to share their experiences. Then they are encour-
aged to analyse, learn from and build on these experiences. Like other participants in the 
workshops, staff members are expected to share experiences that relate to the discussions, 
and sources of information and alternative suggestions. (Horton et al. 1990, p. 150)

Learning circles are first and foremost a gathering of people. They are distinct 
from a community of practice in that participants do not necessarily share a com-
mon craft or profession but rather hold in common goals related to community 
activism and social change. At Highlander, topical focuses for workshops, typically 
spanning 3 days, are pre-established in response to current community issues, cul-
tural developments and citizenship concerns in light of civil rights legislation and 
social and economic justice goals in a US context. Historically, and still, Highlander 
workshop attendees are people already engaged in such endeavours and recognized 
in home communities as local leaders who were also small business owners, com-
munity organization volunteers and teachers. Participants sought out the workshops 
to learn more – in realms of ideas and activism – from others pursuing similar goals 
and facing similar obstacles, to personalize national movements and to return to 
home communities for cocreating next actions. Highlander’s face-to-face work-
shops feature three learning circles, each a “discussion round” building on the previ-
ous one. In planning for two learning circle discussions on a Saturday and one on a 
Sunday, facilitators would prepare “open-ended questions designed to elicit answers 
that draw creatively on experiences and interests that participants bring, on a topic 
that you know is alive for them” (Wallace 2011, p. 13). Thoughtfully scripting ques-
tions allows facilitators time for “thinking through what the overall shape and 
sequence of discussions is going to be, what questions and what texts or videos to 
[use to] set up questions…, and draft the wording or at least important parts of the 
wording of the questions with those plans in mind” (Wallace 2011, p. 14). Each 
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round of a learning circle can be structured in multiple ways for multiple learning 
space formats, with each round sharing this pattern overall: The facilitator poses a 
question; each participant speaks, building on what they have heard in others’ 
responses; in moving around the circle, participants may also choose to pass at their 
turn in order to further listen, mull or reflect before speaking. Once all in the circle 
have spoken, the discussion opens to crosstalk –follow up questions, requests for 
clarification, amplification of ideas and extended reflection as part of sense-making. 
In an exchange of stories listened to and ideas expressed (Alexander 2013), partici-
pants create what we will describe as “thick thread” discussions in a later segment.

During each of the three rounds, facilitators also take a turn in responding, choos-
ing when and how to enter the crosstalk. Expected to be acute listeners, facilitators 
are poised to offer follow-up questions, perspective-taking synthesis, resource-
sharing examples and personal reflection and/or provide a “discussion inventory” 
(Brookfield 2011) so that participants attend to conversational elisions and instances 
of repressive tolerance, as well as trace developments of new ideas and insights. 
During breaks between rounds, facilitators will act improvisationally to phrase the 
next round prompts based on their sense of how the discussion is, or is not, unfold-
ing (Elbow 1983; Wallace 2011).

In our seminar, the learning circle concept is acted as a structuring method for 
writing forum prompts as well as for posing next queries to deepen/expand, or redi-
rect/extend, a forum discussion. Our hope in designing and teaching the seminar 
from this perspective was that the community-building nature of learning circles 
would foster a deep co-inquiry in our online learning space. We planned the overall 
template of Introduction, Information and Insights resources also to align with the 
3-part learning circle model, which facilitators often state in a series of shortened 
questions: What?, So What? and Now What? In each module’s forum, we scripted 
What? questions: What resonates for you – in the reading, relative to your experi-
ences? What bubbles up – as you make connections among the readings or to oth-
ers’ postings? We could post-follow-up So What? questions within discussion 
threads: So what might be a way to leverage these ideas – in response to a problem 
you posed, in further developing a course in your context? So what might be 
responses of students, of administrators and of a particular author to what you’re 
proposing? So what might happen if you take this other resources or perspectives or 
contexts into account? Finally, Now What? questions could suggest lines of discus-
sion in response to identified problems: Now what actions or collaborations or alli-
ances or further research might you, or we, need to engage to make the change you, 
or we, have proposed?

Our decision to build the open online participatory seminar with learning circles 
in mind is supported by contemporary discussion as a way of learning research. 
Specifically we drew on Brookfield and Preskill (1999), Brookfield (2011), Dennen 
(2008) and Pentland (2014) as scholars investigating patterns of effective discussion 
in multiple learning spaces. Each underscores the importance of short, overlapping, 
dense interactions via comments generated in response to authentic discussion 
prompts, with Brookfield providing reminders that discussion works when it builds 
on reflection or reading, when there is room for silent thought, when we recognize 
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that discussion is always culturally grounded and when discussion facilitators 
accept a responsibility to “intervene to structure true, democratic participation. 
Otherwise a pecking order of contributors will quickly develop and those who hold 
power outside the discussion will move to dominate the conversation”. Dennen adds 
that inbuilt practices of metacognitive reflection further support knowledge creation 
and long-term learning. Pentland adds that discussion practices of high-performing 
cooperative groups enhance understandings of why or whether to validate or invali-
date emergences of consensus and dissent. With Elbow, Wallace, Dennen and 
Pentland in mind, we recognized our discussion process as improvisation, as we 
would be asking students to “yes, and” their way into sharing what “bubbled up” in 
responding to springboard seminar materials, discussion prompts, previous experi-
ences (whether cognitive/affective/embodied, personal/professional/public) and 
others’ words (Sawyer 2004). Learners took this seriously, most conversations tak-
ing tones of expanding and seeking understanding and of engaging cognitive and 
affective thinking/responding, even with contentious issues.

�Climate and Safety to Take Risk

While the learning circle structure provided a heuristic, we turned to the scholarship 
of multicultural teaching and learning to think through how we would design the 
whole of the seminar in principle and practice. For this, we drew on Alexander’s 
(2007) approach to infusing inclusive intercultural learning and teaching across the 
entirety of a course and Chávez’s six elements of an “empowering multicultural 
learning environment” (Table 8.1) (and we included an extract of Chávez as a read-
ing early in the seminar as an act of reciprocity, the sixth of Chávez’ elements). 
Within the classrooms she studied, Chávez notes, “teachers worked with all students 
to create collective, empowering learning experiences that utilized and honoured 
multicultural realities within a shared and rigorous academic experience” (2007, 
p. 278).

We incorporated Chávez’s elements in the design of the seminar in an effort to 
build on the cocreative and co-productive elements of networked learning 
approaches. We fostered the safety of the environment through (1) the modified 
open boundaries of the course; (2) the framing of the discussion prompts and par-
ticipation, which invited personal sharing and “yes, and” conversations, rather than 
confrontations; (3) and modelling of inclusive participation in the forums (Ryberg 
and Sinclair 2016). Following this, risk-taking was also an aspect of our modelling, 
wherein we wrote content and recorded videos that shared our personal stories and 
did this in our forum posts as well. In our selections of content, we focused on con-
gruence between a given topic and the authors/speakers we chose (as well as proac-
tivity in the design and selection of materials), assuring that these folks came from 
a diverse array of backgrounds, as well as national and international contexts. We 
hoped to encourage multiplicity by drawing on an array of personal narratives, blog 
posts and varieties of academic writing in the content. We planned to encourage 
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learners to bring their hearts and minds to the work, sharing their own stories and 
personal experiences, as well as what they have read and seen. Finally, we hoped for 
participants to become cocreators and co-producers of knowledge as they brought 
resources they encountered elsewhere into the seminar and reflected on this and our 
content. The hope was that we would both foster new ideas together and take ideas 
new and old into practice in our classrooms.

Through this application of Chávez in the design of the seminar, our intention 
was to promote the connective possibilities of the seminar: of participants to facili-
tators, participants to each other, participants to content within the seminar and 
participants and facilitators alike to content outside of the immediate context. 
Additionally, we hoped to involve participants not only in connecting knowledge 
and theory in new ways but to build a reciprocal relationship between theory, dis-
cussion, co-production of knowledge and practice. This dialogue between theory 
and practice would ideally also be a dialogue between an array of possibilities and 
the realities of local contexts: positionality, career status, field specialties and insti-
tutional types (Beaty et al. 2010).

Also, as we planned, we knew that the roles each of us would take in the seminar 
would be based on the practices conveyed in Chávez’ matrix. At Module 2 we real-
ized that, though we jointly created, commissioned and/or selected the resources 
that spurred initial conversation, we were taking on different instructional roles. 
Ilene often read forum posts through Brookfield’s (1998) four lenses of critically 
reflective teaching (lenses of our own autobiographies as learners, of learners’ eyes 
on the seminar, of peers’ observations of our teaching and of the pedagogical litera-
ture) as part of providing responses to queries, and in reflecting critically on her own 
experiences. Alex, with fewer years of experience teaching, often came with his 

Table 8.1  Chávez (2007) elements of an empowering multicultural learning environment

Safety Respect and support for individuals in making room for respectful confrontation 
and minimization of the effects of hierarchy

Risk taking Given the broad range of learning preferences, experiential perspectives and needs 
related to exploring ideas in a classroom, facilitators and participants work 
together in an “uncomfortable process of bringing issues and ideas out into the 
realm of respectful dialogue [which] distinguishes an empowering learning 
community” (p. 281)

Congruence Course materials are both consistent with expressed aims and reflect realities of 
the broad range of participants

Proactivity Proactivity “brings with it a need to utilize a diversity of knowledge, methods, 
styles, and relationships in various processes” (p. 283)

Multiplicity Embodied learning, which calls on minds and hearts and physicality and spirit as 
factors in facilitators’ course design, becomes a factor as facilitators infuse courses 
with “a multiplicity of ways of knowing, knowledge sources, realities, 
relationships, and experiences” (p. 283)

Reciprocity Involves learners and facilitators as stewards developing new knowledge, rather 
than as standard bearers guarding knowledge traditions, and as allies in the 
creation of new knowledge and meanings in the interaction of ideas crossing 
personal, cultural and disciplinary boundaries in cognitive and affective realms
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own curiosities and questions that prodded conversation, much like other partici-
pants. While we ultimately assigned grades and issued badges, learners provided 
feedback on each other’s work, which they drew on in revising and in developing 
self-assessments using sample instruments. The exchange of feedback as well as the 
mindful reviewing of it as part of a revision process further fostered a sense of net-
worked peer learning collaboration (Steeples et al. 2002). Rather than prioritizing a 
traditional student/teacher relationship, this approach joined instructors and partici-
pants together as learners engaged in feedback and with multiple roles in assess-
ment loops. Rather than illuminating the way or getting out of the way (Gómez 
2008), we conceptualized an in-between space that would make it possible for us to 
find ways into participating by listening to what bubbled up in us, by lurking within 
the densely voiced forums, by reflecting on questions that wrangled into place 
through various threads and by discerning why, when and where to enter the 
interchange.

�Data Digging with Design in Mind

In this section, we present data gathered on the ways our design operated in prac-
tice. These data are presented in four sections. The first three are data gathered dur-
ing the first round of the seminar, which took place in 2015: (1) an examination of 
the dynamics of the discussion forums that demonstrates the deepening networks of 
participation as the seminar progressed, (2) feedback from participants on their 
experiences of the seminar, and (3) an exploration of the experiences of “lurners” – 
those participants who did not fully participate in badge activities but were present 
in the seminar nevertheless (Milligan et al. 2013). Though by no means conclusive, 
these data offer a snapshot of some of the results of our design practices. The fourth 
section, entitled Learning in the Redesign, (4) examines the changes made based on 
data from the first round of the seminar and the impacts of these changes on the 
second run of the seminar.

�Discussion Forum Graph Analysis

These modes of instructor participation are evident when examining the three graph 
analysis diagrams (see Fig. 8.2) capturing some discussion dynamics as the seminar 
progressed. Though the instructors never disappear as nodes within the conversa-
tion, participants become more central, with the participants’ responses building 
“thick thread” discussions in patterns of more dense engagement with each other. 
One participant describes their experience of the changes in discussion over time:

Looking back at my earliest posts […] I wasn’t searching for big ideas; I was looking for 
minor suggestions and affirmations. In some way, I suspect I’d been infected by the very 
same apathy and disinterest that I was attempting to avoid. I was convinced that the Big 
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Problem (MILT in STEM fields) wouldn’t really have any Big Answers. […] Rather than 
engaging only in “safe” topics (related specifically to STEM fields or on subjects that I felt 
experienced in) I began to seek out discussions from people in vastly different fields. I 
started to grasp onto threads that were less familiar to me and ask myself “what about that? 
How could I address this in my classroom?” ?” […] I started to engage more in “yes, and” 
conversation rather than simply stating my thoughts in essay form. I listened more. (Larry, 
physics)

In addition to a deeper space for listening, a space for critical, grounded engage-
ment of the topics evolved. The first instance marking potential for such discussions 
emerges in the Welcome Module forum where two threads break from the pattern of 
participants taking turns to introduce themselves. This forum includes the largest 
number of “starter” threads with 29 participants offering posts in response to a 
“What’s ‘bubbling up’ for you as participants drawn to this seminar?” prompt; of 
those introductions, nearly all featured subject lines with variations of hello and hi. 
Overall, this forum functions as a populating of the person-to person network(ing) 
to be built. The two bolder subject lines – “Hi! (and MILT in science)” and “Hello 
there!” – are the only two with double digit exchanges within the thread, with 12 
and 10, respectively. With the graph analysis clearly mapping out the thickness of 
these interactions, the qualitative analysis reveals these entries as introducing dis-
cussion and epistemological threads that will recur in the seminar – STEM content 
as not being “culturally ‘neutral’” and collectively pushing against “single-story” 
narratives that often drive disciplinary narratives. While Heather (science) and 
Robin (social science), who composed the anchor entries in these threads, each car-
ried on in the seminar as lurners, those who wrote in response to these initial posts 
would continue as active participants in discussion forums, their names often linked 
in the graph analysis to more central nodes.

Our Module 2 featured a set of short videos through which university instructors, 
advisors and staff shared components of their MILT philosophies, and few of the 
discussion forum posts explicitly referred to the speakers or their ideas. Rather, the 
nine thick discussion threads mainly revolved around various MILT principles that 
required teachers to engage in “embracing contraries” (Elbow 1987), which had 
been the focus of the meta-essay we composed as a secondary text for the module. 
Elbow posits that good teaching is a challenge specifically because it requires 
instructors to embrace these contraries: obligations to students, to learning and to 
knowledge to society. Our prompt invited participants to consider how MILT 

Fig. 8.2  Graph analysis for Welcome, Module 2 and Module 5 discussion forums
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intersected with the contraries in shaping their own – and their disciplines’ – prin-
ciples and practices, whether about classroom climate, content or creating assess-
ments. The graph analysis for Module 2 maps out five primary nodes that gained 
much multidisciplinary traffic in exploring intersections of loyalties to students and 
to knowledge and intersections among students’ and teachers’ roles and responsi-
bilities in creating MILT spaces and knowledge. In this one-to-many, many-to-one 
networking the two-part theme can also be posed via these two questions: How 
might teachers and learners bring their “whole selves” to learning? How might we 
shift teaching and learning principles and practices within disciplines so that the 
embracing of contraries also embraces MILT?

In Module 5, a discussion forum thread critical of a reading we shared (on critical 
thinking, no less) became a major topic of conversation. Participants were open in 
their challenges to and extensions of the reading, testing it against their experiences 
as students and teachers. Further, they shared (more even than in earlier modules) 
their own resources on the topic, deepening the questions and conversation. In this 
module, the people-to-resources networking took on its deepest and broadest con-
nections. Finally, across the seminar’s six major discussion modules, the seminar 
evolved into a networked learning space where participants and instructors had the 
opportunity to share, teach and learn—all grounded in participants’ experiences.

�Participant Feedback Survey Items

One question in an early-seminar survey invited participants to share perceptions 
about discussion as a way of learning, asking, “When you participate in class dis-
cussions, what tends to get you to ‘step forward’ into the conversation?” With word 
cloud visualizations and thematic analysis, we devised a paraphrase characterizing 
participant responses, which overwhelmingly focused on discussions in the 
teaching-learning context: We will appreciate participants’ learning and teaching 
experiences, ideas and questions in conversation.

At this point, the majority of participants would have previously engaged in face-
to-face discussions with multidisciplinary colleagues (typically through earlier par-
ticipation in “Teaching in Higher Education”, the core Preparing Future Faculty 
course) and would have just read the welcome module’s “Characteristics of a 
Participatory Seminar” meta-essay, which concluded by listing from Dennen (2008) 
and Pentland (2014) characteristics central to motivating “discussion for learning” 
in an online environment: inviting dense interactions, diversity of ideas and meta-
cognitive reflection. By the end of the seminar, regularly engaged participants took 
part in up to six forum and four badge discussions (totalling some 9570 views 
among ~30 regularly active learner/lurner participants). The six forum discussions, 
as we’ve noted above, featured “thick threads” – an average of 9 discussion threads 
(ranging from 6 to 11) per forum that were sustained by multiple participants step-
ping forward in multiple ways: extending ideas, adding experiential observations, 
offering resource, proposing a synthesis of ideas, posing astute questions, linking to 
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materials, inquiring about proposed or possible practices and downloading threads 
to review more closely or at later junctures.

The comments from participants completing the Critical Insights Questionnaire 
embedded in the Dialogic Discussions Module (the 5th of 6 modules) affirmed that 
actions taking place within the seminar supported their initial hopes for “learning 
through discussion”. We asked, “At what moment during the MILT OOPS! have 
you felt most engaged with what was happening?” The thematic and word cloud 
responses (Fig. 8.3) prompted us to devise this paraphrase: We appreciated person-
alised postings with people sharing experience, ideas, and learning, especially in 
badge feedback comments (Steeples et al. 2002).

One participant identifies the combination of engagement and personalization as 
“[going] back to Module 1, when we were first forming our OOPS community, and 
discussions and ideas were first bubbling up from so many places – so many differ-
ent disciplines, identities, backgrounds, ‘I am froms’…” (Ola, agriculture). Another 
points to peers’ experiences as heightening engagement in ways readings alone 
could not:

I felt most engaged by the discussion of repressive tolerance in Module 4. Although I didn’t 
actively participate in all of it, I learned a lot from other students’ posts. I think this was the 
one area where a forum discussion most enhanced the learning experience above and 
beyond what articles alone provide. Reading how different people interpreted different con-
cepts really gave a three-dimensional view of the material. (Samuel, social science)

And of connections made in moving between topical and badge discussion 
forums, one participant offered this liminal comment about personal professional 
development:

If I had completed the Course Design Badge toward the beginning of the semester, it would 
have looked very different from the final product that I submitted at the end of the semester! 
I incorporated many of the collaborative learning techniques that we have discussed, and I 
built in ways for students to self-evaluate their learning practices while at the same time 
providing me with input on my efficacy as an instructor. I would imagine that after one 
semester, I would be a much different, and improved, teacher at the postsecondary level. I 

Fig. 8.3  “Step forward” word cloud
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would hope that after one semester, my students would be much different, and improved, 
learners at the postsecondary level as well. In turn, they may go on to become effective 
instructors themselves, thereby broadening my sphere of influence. (Tara, education)

Another participant remarked on their deepening engagement as linked to two 
invitations to participants: to build a climate in which it is possible to take learning 
risks (Chávez 2007) by making use of “yes, and…” discussion tactics (Sawyer 2004):

From this deeper engagement, some new creative thoughts began to develop: thoughts on 
making safe spaces, thoughts on sharing resources with students, thoughts on new methods 
of group discussion, thoughts on even developing a curriculum or book on inclusive science 
history. These thoughts were shaped and guided by my discussion partners and broke me 
out of my pattern of assumptions. I realized that there was a much broader range of issues 
to be addressed than even the ones that I had felt were under-valued in my own department. 
The encouragement and engagement of my colleagues led me down these paths, and I’m 
still finding others. (Larry, physics)

In the official SRTs (student ratings of teaching), one participant’s response to an 
open-ended question – “It was clear that [Ilene and Alex] were really wanting an 
honest discussion, not just looking for the ‘right answer.’”  – reflects our overall 
sense that we met our goal of creating an online community climate. The selection 
of course materials, crafting of springboard discussion prompts and our own reflec-
tively honest responding within the forums did invite participants to step forward, to 
stretch to create the bulk of content by seeking to learn more with and because of 
one another.

As the centrepiece of our seminar, module and badge forums integrated cognitive 
and affective, personal and professional, learner and teacher, public and personal 
dimensions of learning. In coding forum data, we are gaining a greater sense of 
“how” the participatory foundations worked for those who wrote their presence into 
the discussions. In preparing for the Fall 2016 seminar, we will be setting up a focus 
group to learn more about the role the online discussions played within small clus-
ters of student affairs/advising lurners who were active readers within the seminar 
but then moved into personalized face-to-face discussions beyond the seminar.

That participants quickly developed “thick thread”/“yes, and…” discussion pat-
terns remain heartening as we review feedback data and review quantitative partici-
pation data to gain an overall view of discussions. This supports our sense that the 
seminar supported people-people networked learning within its forums. In addition, 
preliminary reviews of late modules (on dialogic discussion and course design) 
point to ways that participants in general carried the conversational substance and 
practices in their daily teaching learning lives.

�Learning from the Lurners

Given our intentions to design a seminar that would serve enrolled students, badge-
seekers and “lurking learners” – those we referred to as lurners – we made a specific 
effort to understand the experiences of this latter group. By examining Moodle 
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access logs and participation records, as well as through interviews and other cor-
respondence with lurners, we were able to develop a picture of the ways lurners 
participated.

The seminar ended with a spectrum of lurners who participated in ways we 
predicted as well as in ways we did not predict. We had anticipated that lurners 
might access resources independently and read forum posts. Though we invited 
their participation, even offering some ways to mark a reading presence (e.g. a 
discussion comment that might simply state yes, great point, new idea for me or 
listening in on this conversation was___), we assumed those adopting lurner 
roles would not overtly participate in the forums and would likely not participate 
by seeking badges. However, some lurners did end up taking part in each of these 
areas.

The majority of lurners did not actively contribute to forums or badge work. 
They accessed resources and occasionally read forum posts. When interviewed, one 
such participant shared that she gathered a small group of student affairs profession-
als at her local university as a “reading group”. For each module, this person would 
download the available resources and share them with group members. Group mem-
bers would then split the downloaded resources and read them prior to a group 
meeting. At the group meeting, they would share what they had learned and discuss 
these readings in the context of their student affairs work. They did this for every 
module, though they never posted in the forums. When interviewed a year later, this 
participant shared that group members were continuing to use these resources to 
design their work with students. Though we expected – and respected – the desires 
of some to work in these ways, this particular approach made us curious about how 
to invite this kind of participant to contribute something to the seminar, given the 
time and energy they were spending thinking about it and the potential value of such 
contributions to other participants. During the interview, this particular participant 
suggested creating local meet-up events with specific invitations to those accessing 
resources but not regularly contributing.

Another group of lurners accessed some of the forums as readers of course mate-
rials discussion posts according to the LMS logs and sometimes “popped in” when 
they were particularly interested in a conversation or set of resources, but otherwise 
tended to download and read rather than directly engage. When they did post in 
forums, they were responded to by other more regular participants in the seminar. 
There were, as is often expected of seminar of this type, several who participated in 
the early modules and dropped away completely during later modules.

A few lurners did participate in badge activities. One completed work to earn all 
of the badges, while participating sporadically and unevenly in the regular forum 
activities. Yet another participant read and responded to the public badge activities 
of others, but did not actually complete the badges herself. These lurners invested in 
the seminar, presumably, during parts that most interested them.
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�Learning in the Redesign

These data led to several changes in the second offering of the seminar, in process 
at the time of this Fall 2016 writing. This included changing the number and order 
of modules to (1) better align resources with discussion focuses, (2) change timing 
across modules in an effort to reduce bottlenecks in workload toward the end of the 
semester and (3) make content changes relevant to current events. We describe these 
changes next and discuss their impacts on the course thus far.

Our Spring 2015 seminar had included a penultimate Module 4 titled “When Do 
Words Fail Us?” with a focus on undergraduate and graduate classroom-based sce-
narios featuring “flash point” moments raising critical questions beyond the specif-
ics of the individual scenario that would engage seminar participants in critical 
reflection and discussion regarding interpersonal, cross-diversity, teacher-student or 
student-student interactions played out in higher education beyond the particular 
fields/units/disciplines represented in the scenarios. Responses to these scenarios 
were rich, reflective and detailed across 67 posts in 7 discussion threads. In review-
ing the course discussion logs, we found that the points raised actually overlapped 
with – and therefore drained energy from – what we had intended as the focus for 
our Module 5 discussion, which was meant to focus on ways to and why to foster 
dialogic discussions as part of formal and informal discussions in multiple learning 
spaces. In Module 5, the five threads focusing on the intended discussion were over-
shadowed by one thread taking on a reading focused on critical thinking. With 23 
posts in the critical thinking thread, the other 5 posts in that forum garnered an aver-
age of 6 responses, and the proposed what and why of learning space discussions 
faded away.

When we opened the Fall 2016 seminar, we removed the old Module 4, incorpo-
rating its focus on repressive tolerance into other modules, drew on ideas from the 
scenarios as part of responding to posts in our Learning and Learners module and 
reorganized the closing Module 5 with new resources and prompts for the focus on 
dialogic discussions.

Based on data we reviewed from round one of the seminar, feedback from lurn-
ers, review of Moodle activity logs and analysis of high- and low-engagement dis-
cussion threads, we made modifications that would cut one module and would wrap 
the seminar with a welcoming section to foster early personalized introductions and 
a closing section where participants could all reflect on “take-away” understand-
ings, and we could post a document linking to the “for future use” resources noted 
across the seminar.

The following represents our planned line-up:

	0.	 Seminar Opening: Welcome
	1.	 Who In the World Are We?
	2.	 What is MILT? / Badge 1 – Philosophy Statement
	3.	 Why Begin with Learning and Learners? / Badge 2 – Assignment Design
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	4.	 How Do Discussions Become Dialogic? / Badge 3 – Discussion Reflection
	5.	 Where do MILT and Course Design Align? / Badge 4 – Course Design
	0.	 Seminar Closing: What’s Next?

Two local learning environment (VLE) infrastructure challenges impacted 
this second offering of the seminar: one complicated university course registra-
tion access for those who wished to enrol for course credit and the second com-
plicated the issuing and activation of guest accounts for those who registered as 
professional development learners and lurners. Thus, the second round had fewer 
registrants (45) than the first round (70). Discussion threads this semester 
remained deep, but there was less overall participation. In each offering of the 
seminar, conversation has primarily been driven by the ongoing presences of 
credit earners, rather than by professional development participants and lurners. 
We wonder whether greater participation in the first round leads to a virtuous 
cycle, with more lurners finding spaces of interest to enter the conversation when 
more and expansive conversations were taking place. We wonder, further, 
whether the combination of the resulting later start for the seminar with the final 
months of the 2016 US presidential campaign and election impacted seminar 
participation. We know from personal communication and personal experience 
that – for this seminar cohort, composed of people engaged already as inclusive 
intercultural learners and teachers  – the social, political and psychological 
dimensions of the campaign were wearing; commitments to community organiz-
ing are even more pressing; and work to address public rhetoric normalizing 
hate-speech and repressive tolerance regarding racism, xenophobia, Islamophobia 
and homophobia was unceasing.

Within the registration number of 45 participants, analysis of Moodle logs shows 
7 persons as never logging into the platform, 17 persons as occasional visitors, 10 
as regular lurners and a further 9 as core participants. The occasional visitor group 
is composed primarily of professional development participants who sometimes 
posted and responded to others in discussion forums and sometimes perused semi-
nar resources; overall, these participants have logged this “sometimes” pattern of 
activity for three of the six modules. The regular lurners group includes mainly 
postdoctoral fellows and graduate students who entered the seminar site regularly, 
primarily to interact with course resources (ranging from 4 to 14 interactions per 
module, either to review materials or view discussions), and posting in either a dis-
cussion or badge forum two or three times. The core participants group includes, 
along with the seven credit-enrolled participants, two professional development 
participants, Elena and Greta, each full-time lecturers with more than 15 years of 
classroom experience who also hold department leadership roles. Overall, these two 
core participants interact with each module – through accessing module resources; 
accessing, posting and responding in forum discussions; and contributing in varying 
ways across the badge activity forums. Moodle activity data show Elena and Greta 
accessing each module approximately 18 times, generally between Sunday and 
Tuesday. In personal communication Elena has contacted Ilene twice with regard to 
sharing course materials with others in her department, and once regarding a larger 
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curriculum development for a course shared among multiple instructors. Greta has 
also spoken with Ilene about her engagement with the seminar, summing up ideas 
from those conversations within an email message:

I committed to lurning in OOPs this fall with a goal to do just slightly more than lurn but 
hoping I would at least keep up enough to do some lurning. I found after the first module 
that with relatively little investment (i.e., less than an hour) I was getting huge pay-offs. 
Within just one reading or video I had huge “ah-ha” moments…, or I just had totally new 
revelations on how I could change my courses to be more accessible and inclusive.

I’ve also found the course really approachable. At no point have I felt like I’ve been 
teaching “all wrong” and harming my students with my “one story” version of [my social 
science discipline] (which makes me squirm!!). I’ve felt accepted for my current knowledge 
and skill level and challenged and supported to take my work a step further, and a step 
further. I have felt a lot of support and seen great idea-sharing. I have sometimes wanted to 
dig a bit deeper on issues and wished the online discussions had gone deeper. But, this is 
honestly a good thing as I cannot commit to having the ability to get into longer, sustained 
and deep conversations at this point.

As we write, the combination of contextual factors prompted us to accept that 
this would not become a semester to “undo” the seminar-ending bottleneck in badge 
activity forums and that we would need to switch the order for our final two mod-
ules so that the individual reflection and collective analysis of discussion would 
come at close the seminar. The following reflects our amended line-up, with bold 
text indicating a change in order and crossed out text indicating a dropped module:

	0.	 Seminar Opening: Welcome
	1.	 Who In the World Are We?
	2.	 What is MILT? / Badge 1 – Philosophy Statement
	3.	 Why Begin with Learning and Learners?/Badge 2 – Assignment Design
	4.	 Where do MILT and Course Design Align?/Badge 3 – Course Design
	5.	 How Do Discussions Become Dialogic?/Badge 4 – Discussion Reflection
	0.	 Seminar Closing: What’s Next?

In moving the “Where do MILT and Course Design Align?” to precede the “How 
Do Discussions Become Dialogic?” module, our adjusted aim was to provide par-
ticipants with learning circle space to address the impact of the highly charged US 
presidential campaign on personal and pedagogical work this semester, to dig a little 
deeper (as Greta noted) and to join together in understanding ways the cultural 
political context may impact pedagogical planning for learning spaces in the com-
ing semesters.

From the start, our seminar planning involved acts of curating, collating and 
considering resources to enact a course design that would address these gaps in 
inclusive intercultural learning and teaching by supporting aims we’ve noted at the 
start of this paper. The seminar data are helping us to understand how we did engage 
new and experienced university teachers and staff in this area of academic profes-
sional development. We are beginning to see where we missed opportunities to 
strengthen people-material connections, how we might make bridges with lurners 
and how we make room for large-scale and ongoing world and local events that 
impact participants’ thinking and acting as MILT practitioners.
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�Looking Forward

During the Fall 2016 iteration of this seminar, Ilene taught a second online seminar 
in the Preparing Future Faculty curriculum, “Teaching for Learning.” This seminar 
enrolls students whose financial and timing budgets cannot accommodate the in-
person PFF teaching course; in redesigning this other online course, Ilene has 
applied the learning circle practices to structuring and scripting forum discussions 
and prompts and has infused inclusive intercultural resources into a course structure 
organized around episodes in a teaching semester. On average, this second seminar 
enrols 20–25 graduate students whose forum interactions have been more often 
monologic than dialogic. Based on a first comparison of current and archived dis-
cussion records for this online course, the shift to a learning circle approach has 
enhanced participation with more learners responding to other learners to extend 
conversations, expand upon ideas and make connections among already posted 
threads.

As we plan for Fall 2017, our third iteration of this seminar, our clear understand-
ings about the seminar are these: With things already in place for registration and 
VLE platform access, we can make good use of multiple networks to share what we 
and our participants have learned as part of recruiting new seminar participants; 
further, based on what we have learned from the inclusive intercultural seminar and 
the teaching for learning course, we will finalize a seminar timeline in consultation 
with past participants. In the proposed reorganization, we will continue to prioritize 
learning circles as a structuring method: Modules 0, 1 and 2 address the What? of 
our seminar, with Modules 3 and 4 encompassing the So What (do you make of all 
this)? query, and Module 5 plus Seminar Closing making space to explore Now 
What? Further, we will reconfigure the activities, staggering and consolidating 
them, so that all enrolled participants complete the philosophy and discussion activ-
ities while choosing – based on personal interests and teaching contexts – whether 
to complete an assignment or course design activity. Finally, we will move from 
issuing badges as micro-credentials to providing personalized letters to recognize 
individual participants’ contributions to and professional development within the 
seminar. The following represents the new scheme:

	0.	 Seminar Opening: Welcome
	1.	 Who In the World Are We?
	2.	 What is MILT?/Activity 1 – Philosophy Statement
	3.	 Why Begin with Learning and Learners?
	4.	 Where do MILT and Course Design Align?/Activity 2 – Assignment or Course 

Design
	5.	 How Do Discussions Become Dialogic?
	0.	 Seminar Closing: What’s Next?/Activity 3 – Discussion Reflection

In many ways, the US higher education context acted as the core problem launch-
ing our research and subsequent course development. Here, professional develop-
ment linked to teaching and learning is almost entirely optional and then typically 
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addressed through one-shot, hour-long workshops open to all instructors who can 
be on campus for the sessions, or via departmental mentoring programs for new 
teaching assistants (doctoral students or postgraduate researchers), or within a 2-day 
orientation program for new instructors (typically tenure-track instructors with 
teaching, research, advising and service requirements). Some universities support 
ongoing teaching centre programming such as semester- or year-long learning com-
munities organized around career stages or emergent instructional practices (flipped 
classrooms, serial teaching, teaching across difference), monthly open-invitation 
journal club gatherings, regular social media posting via a centre-generated blog or 
social media account and course- or certificate-based postgraduate/postdoctoral 
teaching professional development programming. As an example of the latter 
option, the University of Minnesota offers both a Preparing Future Faculty Program 
(which sponsors our seminar alongside three other course offerings) and a Teaching 
Assistant Professional Development program that include workshops and observa-
tions of teaching. A further problem across these offerings is that multicultural, 
intercultural and inclusive teaching is typically a “problem” to be addressed rather 
than an integral element of learning and teaching infused across workshops 
(Connolly et al. 2016).

We are also working with colleagues from the Center for Educational Innovation 
and the Provost’s Faculty and Academic Affairs office to link the seminar to newly 
formalized professional development programming now open to new faculty and to 
advanced-standing graduate students and postdoctoral fellows. In these develop-
ment program schemes, new faculties who completed six professional development 
sessions from the list of offerings are recognized with a letter (copied to unit chairs 
and college deans) and reception; and future faculty who will complete eight 
teaching-related sessions across a matrix of three categories will receive a letter 
outlining their specific teaching professional development achievements. In linking 
the seminar to these programs, those engaged in either professional development 
program will be able to earn one-half of program requirements. The linking should 
benefit seminar discussion forums and make possible more than one-off profes-
sional development engagement related to inclusion.

As our lurners showed us, there is an interest in professional development oppor-
tunities of this type. Across the seminars, some lurners used the modules to fuel 
work place professional development conversations. This demonstrated the ways 
open participation and open access to resources made it possible to organize learn-
ing experiences that generally did not make it back to the seminar forum discus-
sions. Our group of student affairs professionals serves as a good example. They 
organized a study group, used the resources and discussion to fuel conversations 
and applied the content and thinking directly to their professional development in 
student affairs. Our hope  – that openly talking about lurners and lurning would 
remove the shaming that often occurs with the term “lurker” – seems to have created 
a role for participants in the course that allowed them to take what they wanted and 
participate when it was useful for them. We see this as a site for future experimenta-
tion in networked learning practice, starting with the question: Can we give name to 
possible forms of participation, legitimize them and, by so doing, invite a more 
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diverse group to participate in our courses, in more diverse ways? While the exam-
ple group above did not directly contribute back to the discussion forums of the 
course, their conversations with us at the close of the course influenced the design 
of the second iteration. Other lurners dipped into the forums in the middle or end of 
the course and added new perspective. Still others downloaded the content and read 
the discussion forums, but never contributed directly back to the course. One goal 
as we design future iterations is to further consider ways to encourage some form of 
contribution to integrate the ideas of those choosing to be lurkers.

Our experience with this course contributes to a belief that it is important to offer 
conscious choices of how to participate in the course. As detailed earlier, we invited 
participants to reflect at the beginning on how they have participated in similar past 
experiences, how they wanted to participate in this one and what kind of participant 
they might be. Being a lurner was a legitimated choice about how to participate. In 
our course evaluations and conversations with others, we are hoping to uncover 
other ways that folks might want to participate. Whether we create specific titles or 
roles for these different modes of participation, we imagine that learning more about 
them will increase our ability to tailor the course to diverse audiences.

This paper detailed the conceptualization, design, ongoing development and out-
comes of an open online participatory seminar designed with the intention of involv-
ing participants in the co-production of knowledge and class resources to address 
inclusive intercultural learning and teaching in higher education contexts. Our semi-
nar work has involved acts of curating, collating and considering resources to design 
a seminar that would support aims we’ve noted throughout this paper. The seminar 
data are helping us to understand how we did engage new and experienced univer-
sity teachers and staff in inclusive intercultural academic professional development. 
We are beginning to see where we missed opportunities to strengthen people-
material connections, how we might make bridges with lurners and how we make 
room for world and local events that impact participants’ thinking about and acting 
in learning spaces. As the course moves to its third iteration, we anticipate these 
learnings will translate into a deepening of the pedagogy and content of the course, 
as well as to the design of other professional development teaching- and learning-
related seminars of this nature.
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Chapter 9
Tools for Entertainment or Learning? 
Exploring Students’ and Tutors’ 
Domestication of Mobile Devices

Magdalena Bober and Deirdre Hynes

Abstract  This paper presents findings from a research project at a school of 
humanities, languages and social science at a UK university that investigated 
attitudes towards and uses of mobile devices (smartphones, tablets and laptops) by 
students and tutors. It applied the domestication of technology approach (Silverstone 
and Hirsch, Consuming technologies: Media and information in domestic spaces. 
London: Routledge, 1992) to understand how mobile devices have been appropri-
ated by users in their everyday lives, how they have become part of daily routines 
and spatial arrangements and what rules are being negotiated around their use. This 
approach can be enriching to research in networked learning but has so far not been 
applied in this area before. It focuses on the ICT aspect of networked learning and 
on the multiple contexts in which networked learning takes place. Data was col-
lected via in-depth interviews with 18 teaching staff and 6 focus groups with a total 
of 19 students across different departments in the school. The research identified 
distinct uses of different devices in terms of university-related and personal uses but 
also areas of overlapping use. Students and tutors associated important symbolic 
meanings with their devices, had incorporated them into daily routines and spatial 
arrangements in new ways and attempted to self-regulate use in different situations. 
While tutors were starting to make use of mobile devices in their teaching practice 
in innovative and meaningful ways, students had a less well-defined understanding 
of the educational benefits of mobile devices.
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�Introduction

Mobile, hand-held devices, such as smartphones and tablets, are becoming increas-
ingly important and more widely used in higher education – in the way students 
learn in and outside of the classroom and how tutors use them for teaching, research 
and administrative tasks. To understand the uses and meanings such devices have 
acquired in higher education, it is important to investigate how they fit into users’ 
everyday lives, as they are also consumer devices. Their applications cross uses 
between public, i.e. work and study, and private spheres, i.e. entertainment and 
communication with friends and family. Smartphones, in addition to the traditional 
functions of a mobile phone, which are voice calls and text messages, usually have 
Internet access and features of other multimedia technologies, such as GPS, a media 
player and photo and video camera, all converging onto one device that is operated 
via a touchscreen. A tablet is usually larger than a mobile phone and can be described 
as a mobile computer with a touchscreen display that has many of the added 
functions of a smartphone. Ownership of smartphones among young people is 
relatively high, and there is a rise in tablet uptake among the general adult population: 
90% of 16–24 year olds in the UK claim to have a smartphone compared to 66% of 
the adult population, and a tablet device can be found in 54% of UK households 
(Ofcom 2015). Traxler (2010) argues that with more students bringing their own 
mobile devices into universities, there is huge potential for enhancing learning as 
these devices allow students to ‘create, access and publish’ (p. 155) information 
quickly and easily. However, such devices also pose a threat to universities who 
cannot control access to and distribution of knowledge anymore. Mobile devices 
challenge traditional forms of delivery and acquisition of knowledge, as well as 
ways of working, in higher education. The increasingly widespread presence of 
mobile devices has the potential to influence networked learning and teaching – in 
the classroom, online and in the spaces in between.

This chapter adopts the enhanced definition of networked learning by Dohn 
(2014, p.  30): ‘Networked learning is 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; between the diverse context in which the 
learners participate’.

Dohn adds the last element ‘between the diverse context in which the learners 
participate’ to the widely used definition of networked learning by Goodyear et al. 
(2004). She argues that the context in which learning takes place is crucial but that 
often networked learning activities risk being ‘detached from the “primary contexts” 
[...] of the participants’ (Dohn 2014, p. 29) in which the learning takes place. The 
primary context of learners can be physical or virtual but refers to learners’ everyday 
life – at home, at work and in education. This is precisely where mobile devices are 
domesticated. Thus, they may help traverse between primary and other contexts of 
networked learning.
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This chapter therefore focuses on the ICT element of the definition of networked 
learning, notably mobile devices, and the ‘diverse contexts’ in which they are 
embedded for learners’ and tutors’ lives. The materiality of the devices is also 
important to consider in understanding how it impacts on networked learning and 
enabling connections.

This chapter illuminates the use of mobile devices in a higher education context 
and investigates how this is linked to the use of such devices in the home environment. 
The aim is to find out how these two spheres are inextricably linked. The research is 
based on a qualitative study in a school of humanities, languages and social science 
at a UK university, involving interviews with teaching staff and focus groups with 
students. The authors were both tutors at said school during the project. The study 
forms part of a wider research project on staff and students’ use of and attitudes 
towards learning technologies at the school. Investigating the humanities and social 
sciences is important in this context because take-up of technology-enhanced 
learning is lower compared to other disciplines (UCISA 2014).

�Theoretical Background

The study uses a domestication of technology approach to understand how mobile 
devices have been appropriated by users in their everyday lives and asks whether 
staff and students assign similar, or different, meanings to these technologies and 
whether devices have a distinct use or traverse seamlessly between public and 
private. The domestication of technology (Silverstone and Hirsch 1992) is a 
sociotechnical approach which falls under the social shaping of technology paradigm 
(MacKenzie and Wajcman 1999; Bijker 1995).

Creanor and Walker (2012) argue that sociotechnical approaches have been 
under-used in writing and research on networked learning. The authors provide a 
list of useful concepts that can enrich the networked learning literature and help 
avoid technologically determinist explanations of technology use that can be found 
in the learning technology literature, such as sociotechnical systems, soft systems, 
social informatics, social shaping of technology and social construction of 
technology, actor network theory and activity theory. While actor network theory 
(ANT) (Latour 2005) has recently started making a considerable contribution to 
studies in networked learning (e.g. Thompson 2012), the domestication of 
technology has not been used yet to the knowledge of the authors of this chapter.

Domestication of technology offers a useful framework for studying the recipro-
cal relationship between people and technology (Hartmann 2006) – how it affects us 
and how we adapt it to our needs. The domestication metaphor is used to depict ‘the 
transformation of an object from something unknown, something “wild” and unsta-
ble, to become known, more stable, “tamed”’ (Sørensen 2006, p. 46). Users of tech-
nology are seen as active agents who make the technology useful to them rather than 
using it in a prescribed way (Hynes 2009). In this respect, domestication of technol-
ogy is similar to actor network theory. The domestication process is described as a 
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four-phase process, comprising of appropriation (making sense of the technology 
prior to purchase, then acquiring the technology and bringing it home), objectifica-
tion (how the technology is displayed in the home, on the body or in a public space), 
incorporation (how the technology becomes part of existing patterns and routines, 
how it changes these and creates new ones) and conversion (how the owner of the 
technology relates and presents themselves to the outside world and to other people 
via this technology) (Silverstone et  al. 1992). In this process, technology moves 
from the public sphere into the private sphere as it enters the home and then back 
into the public sphere again in the conversion phase (ibid.; Haddon 2005). However, 
this process is not necessarily linear and never complete as technologies can also 
fall into disuse or renewed use. Non-use, rejection and transformation of use over 
time are an important focus of the domestication approach (Haddon 2011; Sørensen 
2006). Thus, it goes beyond earlier diffusion of innovation models which stipulated 
that a technological innovation would spread through a social system until it reaches 
saturation (Rogers 2003), and it also challenges technologically deterministic think-
ing which assumes that the technology is the source of change.

Domestication theory developed in the 1990s, mainly in the UK and in 
Scandinavian countries. In the UK, domestication of technology was initially 
focused on households as units of study and on stand-alone technologies, such as 
the computer or video recorder. In the Scandinavian tradition, domestication was 
seen as a ‘multi-sited process that transcends the household space’ (Sørensen 2006, 
p. 47), examining how ‘national institutions and collective discourses are involved 
together with the production of individual practices’ (ibid.), such as in the 
domestication of the car in Norway. More recently, the approach has been applied 
to mobile technologies (e.g. Ling 2004; Hartmann 2013) and nondomestic settings, 
such as small businesses (Pierson 2006) or university campuses (e.g. Hynes et al. 
2010; Shekar 2009). Nevertheless, domestication studies in higher education 
settings are rare; therefore this study aims to contribute to this area.

What can the domestication of technology approach add to the networked learn-
ing literature? Sørensen (2006) argues that

the main advantage of the domestication perspective is that it is a conceptual device that 
sensitizes the analyst to the complexity of integrating artefacts into dynamic socio-technical 
settings, like the household, the workplace, or society. It is a reminder to be concerned with 
the practical, symbolic and cognitive aspects of the work needed to do this integration, at 
multiple sites (p. 56).

The multisited nature of domestication theory can be used to examine the ‘diverse 
context in which the learners participate’ which is highlighted in Dohn’s definition 
above. These ‘multiple sites’ or ‘diverse contexts’ are located in public and private 
spheres, which are often blurred and which domestication theory is keen to explore, 
i.e. in this study the campus and the home and the various places in between, online 
and offline, where learning and technology use occur. Domestication of technology 
offers a framework for thinking about, understanding, exploring and articulating 
how users interact with ICTs, how patterns of use/non-use are being established, 
how users relate to ICTs and create meaning around devices and how this may in 
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turn contribute to users’ own identity construction. Examining the relationships 
between people and technology is important for networked learning as it is the ICTs 
and devices that enable the connections between learners, between learners and 
tutors and between learners and learning resources  – across different contexts, 
public and private, formal and informal. Domestication focuses on meaning and 
practice. With its focus on practice, it has the potential to make another valuable 
contribution to networked learning, as ‘the practice side’ has been neglected in net-
worked learning’s use of social practice theories (such as activity theory or social 
learning theory), according to Dohn (2014).

The chapter will now provide a brief overview of the themes found in a number 
of empirical studies on the uses of mobile devices in higher education. Findings 
from these studies will be referred to in more detail throughout the chapter where 
relevant. Such studies make reference to everyday uses of mobile devices; however 
more in-depth explorations of the link between educational and personal use are 
limited in existing empirical studies. Hence, by filling this gap, this chapter also 
makes a contribution to the field of mobile learning in higher education. Existing 
studies that only focus on the educational context investigate gender differences in 
students’ smartphone use (Park and Lee 2014), psychological factors impacting 
upon acceptance of mobile learning among students (e.g. Cheon et al. 2012; Mahat 
et al. 2012), the advantages and challenges of mobile-based approaches in learning 
and teaching (e.g. Gikas and Grant 2013), reasons for accessing content unrelated 
to learning in the classroom (Barry et al. 2015) or to what degree mobile devices 
transform academic practice (Aiyegbayo 2014). However, for mobile technologies 
to be appropriated successfully for educational purposes, they need to fit into 
teachers’ and learner’s everyday cultures. A specific technology may not be used as 
intended, as Caron and Caronia (2009) demonstrate in a study of learners’ resistance 
to podcasting of lectures: an entertainment device, the iPod in this case, does not 
always fit neatly into an educational context. Students can also have certain 
perceptions about the affordances of devices, e.g. laptops being ‘better’ than 
smartphones and tablets for study-related tasks (Curtis and Cranmer 2014), 
which  may be influenced by their levels of digital literacy in relation to newer 
devices.

�Methodology

Data was collected involving semi-structured, in-depth one-to-one interviews with 
18 teaching staff and 6 focus groups with a total of 19 students across different 
departments. The interviews covered respondents’ use of ICTs in everyday life and  
in teaching and learning. The staff sample consisted of 9 female and 9 male tutors. 
Four were aged between 30–39 years, 9 were aged 40–49, 4 were aged 50–59 and 
1 was aged 60–69. Of the tutors eight were employed at lecturer grade and ten at 
senior lecturer grade or above; however there were no professors in the sample. 
The student sample consisted of 17 female and 2 male students. They were aged 

9  Tools for Entertainment or Learning? Exploring Students’ and Tutors…



154

between 18 and 34 years. The majority were undergraduate students, with eight in 
Foundation Year or Year 1, five in Year 2 and three in Year 3. Three further students 
were enrolled on post-graduate Masters’ programmes. Staff and student respon-
dents were recruited from all teaching disciplines in the school of humanities, 
languages and social science: sociology, politics, public services, philosophy, his-
tory, English, languages and information and communications. The project pur-
posely recruited a spread of tutors across different disciplines who had been using a 
variety of different digital tools in their teaching practice that went beyond the basic 
use of PowerPoint or standard use of the VLE (virtual learning environment) as a 
repository for lecture notes; hence staff participants can be counted as ‘early adopt-
ers’ of innovative learning tools. The students were recruited via online or in-class 
announcements across different departments in the school and were a self-selecting 
sample. The researchers had no prior knowledge of their experience of using mobile 
devices and their technological self-efficacy. Data collection took place between 
January and May 2015. The staff interviews were 2 h long on average and some-
times carried out over two sessions; the student focus groups lasted for 1 h on aver-
age. The staff interviews were all conducted by the first author. The student 
interviews were carried out by a graduate student intern to avoid an imbalance in the 
power relationship between the student participants and the interviewer which 
might have occurred had the authors, both tutors at the school, conducted the student 
interviews. All interview sessions were audio recorded, transcribed and analysed 
thematically (Gibbs 2007). The categories for analysis were derived from domesti-
cation theory, for example, device acquisition and ownership, location of use and 
integration into daily routines. Additional categories were developed bottom-up 
from the data, for example, those related to educational use, such as rules for in-
class use, or specific technological applications, such as email or Kahoot (explained 
further below). These were used to code and categorise the data.

�Findings

The findings will be presented using three themes which draw upon components of 
the domestication approach and its different phases: device acquisition and 
ownership; device usage, including types of use and associated meanings; and 
situating devices within daily routines and spaces. In each section, results from the 
staff and student data will be compared. The main interests of this paper are 
smartphones and tablets as these are newer devices, and meanings surrounding 
them are still being formed, uses defined and rules negotiated. However, respondents 
were also questioned about other devices they used for learning and teaching, 
namely, laptops and desktop computers. Where relevant, these findings will also be 
reported.
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�Device Acquisition and Ownership

The reasons for acquiring a technological device are a critical part of the domestica-
tion approach as they constitute the first phase of meaning-making even before the 
device is purchased, with future owners imagining how they could use a device and 
how it would enhance their lives.

All staff respondents owned at least a work laptop and their own smartphone. 
Over half of the staff respondents (n = 10) owned another laptop or desktop computer 
which they used at home; some of them also brought this additional device into the 
office, preferring it to the work laptop. Smartphones were, in all cases, an upgrade 
from a previous model; hence the technology and associated habits had established 
themselves in the lives of the respondents over a number of years. Some respondents 
recalled being ‘urged’ by friends or family to get their first mobile phone in order to 
be ‘contactable’; others had acquired it for work purposes. The respondents used 
their phones to varying degrees for personal and work-related purposes. This is 
discussed further in the next section. Just over half of the staff respondents (n = 10) 
also owned a tablet; six had been provided with an iPad by the university. For 
example, the English department had purchased an iPad for all its staff for the 
marking of coursework; other departments had purchased iPads for staff where 
there was a specific need by that staff member for teaching-related purposes, e.g. for 
developing a distance learning course or for teaching on a media production unit. 
Therefore, the decision to obtain such devices was taken over by the institution. 
This was also the case regarding the work laptops which were upgraded to a newer 
model by the university every few years. Respondents who did not own an iPad 
were not always interested in obtaining one as they did not see any immediate uses 
for this technology in their lives.

In the student sample, all respondents owned a laptop and a smartphone, while 
ownership of tablet devices was lower, with only 6 of 19 students having acquired 
one. Especially the laptops and tablets had been purchased with educational motives 
in mind, i.e. to support studies at university or at college prior to that (see also 
Hynes and Rommes 2006). Some of these devices had been bought by parents. 
Owning a laptop was seen as a necessity for a university degree, even though the 
university had computer labs for students to work in outside of class, and the 
respondents reported that all students on their course had one. Ownership of tablet 
devices was less common, similar to the staff sample, as discussed above. Some 
student respondents also reported having bought a tablet due to their laptop being 
too heavy to take into university on a daily basis. Laptops were therefore seen as 
less mobile than smartphones and tablets. They also had a shorter battery life and 
required access to a power point more frequently than phones and tablets, which 
was not always possible on campus. Smartphones were often acquired as part of an 
upgrade from an older to a newer model. A similar result was found in the staff 
sample, as discussed above.
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�Device Usage: Types of Use and Associated Meanings

Once a device is purchased and brought home, certain uses start establishing them-
selves in their owners’ lives. Uses are not fixed and can change over time or migrate 
over to other devices. Technological devices also acquire certain symbolic mean-
ings for their owners (Silverstone and Haddon 1996; Bijker 1995; Berker et  al. 
2006).

Among the staff respondents, the use of mobile devices varied considerably, 
depending on how the devices fitted into the respondents’ home and working lives. 
For some respondents, their smartphone or tablet played a central role in their 
technology use, e.g. the iPad for English tutors who had been given the devices for 
a specific purpose or the smartphone for some female respondents for whom it 
fulfilled social, communicative functions (see also Park and Lee 2014). For others, 
use was centred around their own laptop, rather than the one provided by the 
university, or their home computer. These tended to be more technologically 
confident tutors. Laptops and computers were clearly seen as the main work tools 
on which to carry out university-related administrative tasks, teaching preparation, 
assessment and research. However, mobile devices had also taken on work-like 
functions, including email which was a main use, organising and managing time via 
the calendar functions and, especially on the iPad, reading lecture notes and marking 
students’ written coursework. Personal use varied depending on how embedded 
mobile devices were in tutors’ lives. The most important ones which applied to all 
cases were ‘being contactable’ in case of a home emergency and being able to 
communicate with family and friends. These original uses of mobile phones when 
they first entered the market as consumer devices were still seen as their key ones, 
even though mobile devices have now acquired a variety of further features. In 
addition to these key functions, respondents also used their phones for checking 
information online, accessing social networking apps, reading books, watching 
videos, listening to music or the radio, playing games or taking photos and videos 
and, for one respondent, even self-tracking with the help of sleep and fitness apps.

The student participants saw their smartphone mainly as a personal device for 
entertainment, finding information, communication and social networking, whereas 
their laptop was considered as a study tool. In the focus groups, students would 
always mention personal uses first when talking about what they used their phone 
for most. Below are typical examples of common smartphone uses, here from Focus 
Group 1, which were mirrored by the other focus groups:

Student 1: Snapchatting, using apps such as Facebook, Tinder, Messenger. And I use it for 
Google searches and calling and keeping in contact with people.

Student 2: Basically the same, internet, social networking, Skype to talk to my family in 
Ireland and stuff like that.

The above quotes demonstrate the importance of maintaining a connection with 
family and friends for students. They use mobile devices to maintain their personal 
social network, but they understand the value of a social learning network less. As 
can be seen in the following quotes from a range of different focus groups, educa-
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tional uses seemed to be of secondary importance or were only mentioned when 
prompted by the interviewer. Such uses included recording lectures, quickly need-
ing to check email or finding information:

Student 1: I use [my phone] for recording sometimes. If it’s a good seminar I’ll use my 
voice recorder so I can look back and make notes, or if it’s a confusing seminar maybe.

Student 2: You can get apps for helping you reference as well, in your essays. (Focus 
Group 1)

Interviewer: Do you use your phone to support your studies outside class?
Student: Not really, only if I’ve found something really interesting and I fancied 

googling it on the bus… or if I needed to check an I email, I would use the [university’s] 
app… otherwise I would use my laptop. (Focus Group 2)

Student: I would only use my phone to check emails that are important… and notes that 
I’ve taken or pictures that I’ve taken from my lecturer’s notes. (Focus Group 4)

This is similar to the findings of Henderson et al.’s (2015) study of university 
students which found that digital technologies are used less frequently for purely 
learning-related activities but more for organising and managing studies. The stu-
dents in Henderson et al.’s study reported learning activities such as ‘viewing and 
listening of lecture recordings’ or using ‘digital technologies to “research 
information”’(ibid., p. 4). This is also mirrored in Jones’ (2012) research. Jones 
conducted a longitudinal study of students’ experience of networked learning in 
English universities and found that ‘students are still using ICT in somewhat 
predictable ways, e.g. to communicate with their tutors and to access course 
materials’ (p. 31).

Some students saw a clear divide between what different devices were used for, 
i.e. the phone for personal, entertainment and social use and the laptop for study, 
research and work. Others detected an overlap:

Student 1: I think I use my phone and my laptop for completely different things. My laptop 
really is just for uni work unless I’m emailing, but my phone is very much personal use and 
my iPad is just a mix of both, so – No, I think it depends more on what I’m doing, so like if 
I want to go on Facebook, I’ll just do that on my phone, but if I want to write an essay, I 
can’t do that on my phone, so I’ll just use my laptop.

Student 2: Yeah, I think there is just like an overlap because they’re basically like the 
same. Because you can start something on the phone, and then I can just press a button on 
my laptop and it brings up the exact thing what I had on my phone and I can continue it. 
Yeah, I wouldn’t say essays, no, especially emails or any webpage I’ve got on my phone, I 
just press a button and it comes up on my laptop. They basically are the same but as long as 
it’s not essays. (Focus Group 2)

Students who owned a tablet used it both for entertainment and for study, as in 
the first quote below, or they used it as an extension of their laptop, as in the second 
example:

I use it for listening to music, taking notes when I don’t feel like lugging my laptop around 
because I do have a keyboard. I watch Netflix on it. I take pictures when I go on vacation… 
I sometimes, I’ll write my story on there or I’ll plot it out or I’ll use my Kindle app to read 
books for the courses or books that I have to review for my blog and my YouTube channel. 
(Student, Focus Group 4)

I just switch between using my iPad and my laptop. If all I need to do is check my 
emails, I’ll just do it on my iPad, like if I just need to quickly send my tutor an email, I’ll do 
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it on my iPad. Or if I’ve been reading an article like online while I’ve been in uni and I 
haven’t finished it, I’ll just leave it open on the app so when I get home I can just quickly 
pick up where I left off. (Student, Focus Group 2)

For most of the student respondents, their smartphone turned out to be their most 
important device as could be seen from answers to the question about which of their 
devices they would miss most if they lost it. They associated meanings of conve-
nience, ease of use, contact with family and friends and a feeling of safety in an 
emergency situation with their smartphone. One respondent also stressed how she 
found it easier to communicate with people via social media on her smartphone and 
saw it as an extension of her identity. While some students were also worried about 
losing their laptop if their university work was stored on it, emotional attachment to 
their laptop had decreased for those respondents whose content was stored remotely 
‘in the Cloud’. For them it mattered less if the device broke down, was lost or stolen, 
and university computers could also be used as a backup.

For tutors, their mobile devices had acquired meanings of being a constant com-
panion or an assistant to help them micromanage their lives. Mobile devices were 
also seen as multifunctional tools, like a Swiss army knife, or even assigned magical 
properties by respondents awed by their technical capabilities. Some tutors had 
embedded their mobile devices into their lives to such a degree that they saw them 
as their ‘everything’ or a ‘hub’ for their whole life. It is important to explore this 
symbolic meaning and attachment as it affects how these devices will be used in 
networked learning.

�Situating Devices Within Daily Routines and Spaces

Where do users keep their devices during the day and put them at night? How do 
they fit into and potentially rearrange daily routines? What rules and practices have 
established themselves around using devices in specific spaces or times of day? 
These are important questions from a domestication of technology perspective that 
help us understand how these technologies have become embedded into users’ lives.

Similarities between the tutor and the student sample could be observed in rela-
tion to smartphones. The student respondents tended to always carry their smart-
phone with them, take it into class and have it on or under the table, ready to check 
if an important message appeared, i.e. to be constantly ‘networked’.

[I keep it] as close as possible, so if I’ve got clothes with pockets in, it usually goes in my 
pocket. If not, it will be in my handbag. But whenever I’m sat down it’s always in front of 
me. (Student, Focus Group 4)

Tutors for whom their smartphone played an important communicative function 
also carried it with them at most times. The trouser pocket, jacket pocket or a hand-
bag was a typical place to keep it. It was also taken into the teaching room to check 
messages during breaks. Other respondents who were less ‘attached’ to their phone 
left it in their workbag during the day if not needed. At home, some respondents 
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carried their phone with them at most times or left it in one specific place, such as 
the sofa or a shelf. During the night, many respondents put their phone on charge 
and had a dedicated space for this, e.g. in the kitchen or on their bedside table, the 
latter especially if the phone served as an alarm in the morning.

Keeping the phone on the bedside table overnight and using it as an alarm was 
also common among the student respondents. Furthermore, it was often the first 
thing they checked in the morning. It had become part of users’ morning routine, 
like getting dressed and brushing one’s teeth, but some respondents also expressed 
a reluctance to ‘reconnect’ straight away, as can be seen in the following quotes 
from Focus Group 1:

Student 1: I use it for my alarm in the morning.
Student 2: Yeah, I use mine for my alarm.
Interviewer: So do you check other things out also?
Student 3: When I wake up, I’ll check Facebook and Twitter.
Student 1: I’ll see if there’s anything on the phone screen when I’ve woken up, I’ll obvi-

ously check them, but if there’s nothing on it, I’ll wake up and do what I'm going to do...
Student 3: I look at Twitter just to wake me up in the morning like... You know, if I have 

a message, I tend to ignore it in the morning. Just for a bit while I get ready. Cos I’m too 
tired to deal with it.

Many respondents, both staff and students, recognised that the amount of time 
they spent on their smartphones, willingly or unwillingly, was problematic and that 
this could have an impact on other parts of their life, e.g. university work or general 
well-being. Some students said their phone was like an ‘addiction’ and that they 
used it too much (see also Israelashvili et al. 2012). Interestingly, use of laptops or 
tablets was not seen as problematic. Some students tried to self-regulate their usage, 
e.g. trying not to use their phone in class, putting it in their bag and on silent, putting 
it away when studying at home or not using it at bedtime.

Yeah, I use my phone entirely way too much. It is an addiction and I am tied to it… But 
when I am sitting down writing, I do turn my phone off and put it across the room. I put my 
headphones on so I won’t hear it, so I can write. Otherwise it’ll distract me. (Student, Focus 
Group 4)

For staff, self-regulating usage was mostly concerned with trying to maintain a 
healthy work-life balance, especially in relation to work email. Email formed a 
major, and often time-consuming, part of their device usage. Smartphones and tab-
lets were used to keep on top of email at work when away from the office laptop, for 
‘getting through’ emails during their commute or checking emails from home. The 
following quote highlights common tensions for staff:

It’s balancing pros and cons, it’s great [for] picking things up straight away. So I’ll respond 
to email and I respond at all times, and it’s probably unhealthy and I should turn it off, but 
it’s very hard when you hear the ‘bing’. (Sociology tutor 1)

In this context, institutional policy also had an impact on individual use: a few 
months before the fieldwork was carried out, the university introduced an IT secu-
rity policy that required staff to add a passcode to their personal mobile devices if 
they had linked their work email to the phone’s email app. Some staff interviewed 
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had decided to remove the work email from their devices; others reported that email 
access on their phones had ‘stopped working’, and they chose not to reinstall it. 
They could still use the Internet browser on their phone to access work email online, 
but this added an extra layer of access – which some respondents welcomed to help 
distance themselves from work communications while at home.

An area where rules around the use of mobile devices are in flux is use in class. 
Educational institutions are shifting from outright bans of mobile devices in the 
classroom to incorporating and encouraging their use in order to harness their 
potential educational benefits. Among the tutors interviewed, attitudes to use in 
class varied, an observation also noted by Barry et  al. (2015). Some tutors had 
explicit rules for non-use, some ‘tolerated’ use in class, albeit reluctantly, whereas 
others had incorporated mobile devices into learning activities:

I don’t mind at all if my students have devices out in class… My observation... is that the 
youngsters these day can multitask and that’s how they are learning... What they are doing 
is that they are going online to research and consulting with friends to work, collaborating. 
(Creative writing tutor)

I do have a problem with it where they’re trying to read [an 18th Century novel on their 
phones]... It’s when they’re squinting at those screens, scrolling [through a] 300 page 
novel... Or they’re on Wikipedia desperately trying to analyse a poem. I say, ‘Put the phones 
away, you’re not going to have that in the exam’. (English tutor 1)

Students brought their smartphones into class and admitted checking personal 
messages but justified this by also checking class-related information. All focus 
groups reported that they had also observed their peers using phones in class which 
seemed to make it a more acceptable activity for everyone. Barry et al. (2015) found 
that students will often use mobile devices to relieve boredom in an uninspiring 
lecture. Some students in the present study felt distracted by peers who engaged in 
heavier, more frequent phone use in class. This mirrors findings by Sana et  al. 
(2013) who identified that laptop use of unrelated content by students was also dis-
tracting to their peers seated nearby. Students in the present study also reported 
varying attitudes from their tutors towards device use in class, as described above, 
and had learned to manage different tutors’ expectations and fit their own in-class 
use of mobile devices around this.

The tutors interviewed reported incorporating the following examples of innova-
tive use of mobile devices in their teaching practice, listed here in order from simple 
to more complex tasks (for a discussion, see Bober 2016):

•	 Using a tutor tablet as a demo tool
•	 Using a tutor tablet for video conferencing with an external speaker
•	 Making podcasts of lectures available for download onto students’ own mobile 

devices
•	 Getting students to use their own devices in class to research a topic
•	 Using classroom response systems via mobile devices (e.g. Kahoot, Socrative)
•	 Researching a mobile format, ‘selfies’, and getting students to take, share and 

critically analyse their own selfies
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•	 Using student devices for accessing an electronic pinboard (Padlet) in and out of 
class

•	 Voice recording on mobile phones for pronunciation practice in language 
teaching

•	 Using smartphones to record video footage for video assessments, e.g. in a for-
eign language class or during a work placement

•	 Using university tablets for group communication (email, Facebook, Skype) in 
international student projects

Tutors often commented on the transformative effect the technology had on their 
teaching in the way that it managed to engage the students. The focus was not on 
using smartphones, but the transformative potential came from the services and 
functions that could be accessed and used by the students for the learning activity 
via these devices. Their educational benefits had clearly established themselves in 
many tutors’ understanding of mobile devices.

If you ask [students] a really sensitive question, putting your hands up reveals an awful lot 
about you so, in this case, Socrative or Kahoot, it allows privacy… I was allowing everyone 
from the shyest to the most… extrovert to engage and that was amazing. (Sociology tutor 2)

Because they were contributing to this kind of – [it] seemed like a bit of magic really, 
they were contributing to something that everybody was going to see and that there could 
be a record of. They really engaged in a way that far exceeded what I'd hoped they would 
do, they really took to it. (English tutor 2, talking about her use of Padlet)

During the period the fieldwork was carried out, the school had a trolley of 20 
tablets, specifically Apple iPads, that tutors could book for use in class, but its exis-
tence was less widely known, or staff did not know how to book the devices or felt 
the number was not sufficient for their class size. Only the last of the activities listed 
above employed these iPads. All other activities relied on students bringing their 
own devices into class. However, tutors did not specifically ask students to do so as 
they could usually rely to a sufficient number of mobile devices to be present in the 
classroom so that students could share these and do the activity in groups.

Feedback from student participants who had experienced mobile device-based 
activities in class was mixed. It has to be noted that the students were not all taught 
by the tutors interviewed for this study, so the following responses are not feedback 
on the activities listed above. Most participants in the focus groups had experienced 
the use of classroom response or poll systems, or being asked to search for 
information on their phones during class, so their responses are in relation to these 
tasks. Some students said they found it difficult to access the activities on their 
devices and to log in, they did not understand how the online tools worked or this 
had not been explained to them properly. Other respondents felt that their classmates 
did not ‘really take it seriously’ (Student, Focus Group 2), that they could not 
remember what they had learnt from the activity and that it was too quick to make 
notes of the correct answers. However, there was also positive feedback, with 
students saying it was fun and engaging, and a useful recap of a previous lecture. 
Furthermore, one student said that it was better getting students to research 
something themselves ‘rather than being dictated to’ (Student, Focus group 3). 
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Several respondents recognised that such activities would help engage students 
‘who don’t like to speak aloud’ (Student, Focus Group 2), and it was ‘good to see 
other people’s ideas’ (Focus Group 6).

While there were no specific university-wide rules on the use of mobile devices 
in class and it was down to individual tutors to set the ground rules, the university 
had introduced two projects that encouraged smartphone use. These were the 
university smartphone app, which gave students access to the VLE, their timetable, 
university email and other resources, and a new self-registration pilot that required 
Foundation and Year 1 students to register their attendance electronically, either 
using their own mobile device, which could be done in class, or the computers in 
university labs. This is another interesting example of how institutional policy can 
impact on attitudes towards mobile devices. Many student participants reported 
accessing the university app on their devices and found it useful to check class 
resources; however several students complained about the self-registration system 
as it would frequently not work due to poor Wi-Fi access in certain teaching rooms. 
It is possible that perceptions around this system impacted negatively on attitudes 
towards mobile devices in learning more generally.

�Discussion and Conclusion

This study has shown how mobile devices have established themselves as important 
technologies in the lives of university students and tutors. The findings suggest that 
there is a mutual, reciprocal relationship between the user and the technology, in 
that the users adopt those functions of the technology which fit into their lives and 
which serve their current needs rather than adopting the technology outright and 
fitting their lives around it.

While ownership of laptops and smartphones was universal in the sample, fewer 
participants owned tablet devices. Use of mobile devices varied, depending on how 
embedded they were in people’s lives. There was a distinction between laptops as 
work and study tools and smartphones as personal devices. However, smartphones 
had also acquired work-like functions for staff and study-related uses for students. 
Tablet devices often bridged work and entertainment uses. Mobile devices played a 
variety of different roles in users’ lives as could be detected from users’ symbolic 
meaning-making around their devices. Some respondents saw their use as 
problematic and tried to self-impose rules, such as limiting especially their 
smartphone use when it had the potential to impact negatively on their study success 
or well-being.

Rules around use of mobile devices are still in flux in classroom settings. 
Attitudes towards using them in class varied among staff, from outright bans to 
innovative educational uses, and students had learnt to negotiate tutors’ expectations. 
Students in this research had mixed views on educational uses of mobile devices in 
the classroom, shaped by institutional policy to some degree. Jisc (2015) also 
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comments that students are less aware of the educational benefits of mobile tech-
nologies or digital technologies in general.

The findings of the present study have important implications for educational 
institutions planning to implement mobile device-based learning. Even though staff 
and students bring personal devices into university, this does not mean that use for 
educational purposes will follow as a matter of course. This process is in constant 
flux, meanings and uses need to be renegotiated, and it takes time for the devices 
and their uses to become successfully domesticated within students’ and tutors’ 
daily lives and routines.

To support this process of meaning-making, universities should promote a vari-
ety of innovative educational uses that offer clear benefits which learners and educa-
tors can easily recognise. At a pedagogical level, Barry et al. (2015) argue that more 
engaging classroom activities need to be built into lessons so that mobile device use 
is not misaligned with the learning outcomes and students do not engage in unrelated 
tasks on their mobile devices to relieve boredom. At a cultural level, institutions and 
educators wishing to implement mobile device-based learning need to be aware of 
the differences between efficient academic culture and learners’ more diverse 
everyday culture and that therefore devices from one area may not so easily be 
transposed into the other (Caron and Caronia 2009). At a psychological level, 
attitudes towards mobile device-based learning activities are also important, such as 
perceived ease of use and usefulness of mobile learning tasks, self-efficacy, as well 
as peers’ and tutors’ views on mobile learning (Cheon et al. 2012). Furthermore, 
training and support for tutors is needed if they are to embed mobile devices in their 
practice effectively (Aiyegbayo 2014), as well as digital literacy training for students 
in relation to using mobile devices for educational purposes (Curtis and Cranmer 
2014).

Although the findings are based on a case study of one particular school at a UK 
university, they can be seen as generalisable to a degree. They correspond with other 
studies on mobile and technology-enhanced learning in higher education as 
highlighted in several places in this chapter. This study forms part of a wider 
research project on staff and students’ use of and attitudes towards learning 
technologies at the school. This chapter sets the groundwork for a more detailed 
investigation of specific mobile device-based learning activities and an exploration 
of how tutors enact their professional identity through the use of digital technology 
in their work and private lives – analysis of the data is underway.

To return to the theoretical approach of this chapter, this study has shown that 
domestication of technology can be applied meaningfully in a higher education 
context as it highlights the importance of the link between public and private, i.e. 
between the educational and the domestic sphere, which mobile devices easily 
cross. However, as an ideal model, the domestication approach can be problematic 
due to the increased functionality and utility of mobile devices. New applications 
can be added, and the devices rarely have only one dedicated function. Therefore, 
their uses are changing, fluid and dynamic, and meanings have to be renegotiated 
constantly in a process of renewed domestication (Haddon 2011).
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The domestication of technology can make a valuable contribution to networked 
learning by focusing on the multiple contexts in which networked learning and 
associated use of ICTs takes place – in public or private, at home, at work, in formal 
and informal educational settings and in the various places in between. It also makes 
the researcher aware of, and sensitive towards, the complexity of how ICTs are 
appropriated into social environments. Domestication focuses on meaning-making 
and use  – the practice aspect perhaps being an element that networked learning 
researchers should focus on more (Dohn 2014).

The focus of this chapter was mobile devices – so what implications does the 
ubiquity of mobile devices have for networked learning? It can be said that they 
have the potential to bridge the gap between educational and other contexts and 
make learning more integrated into, and relevant to, learners’ ‘primary contexts’ or 
everyday lives. However, this is far from straightforward as was demonstrated by 
the variety and richness of uses and meanings that emerged from the data in this 
study. It is hoped that networked learning scholars will pursue this interesting and 
fast-changing area of meaning-making and practices surrounding mobile device use 
in learners’ everyday lives further.
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Chapter 10
CmyView: Learning by Walking 
and Sharing Social Values

Lucila Carvalho and Cristina Garduño Freeman

Abstract  Networked learning practices are impacting the field of cultural heritage, 
both tangible and intangible, with implications for the way in which places of cul-
tural significance are understood, managed, documented, engaged with and studied. 
Our research explores the intersection between walking, photography, technology 
and learning, investigating how mobile devices can be used to foster community 
participation and assess social value within a networked framework for digital heri-
tage. The chapter introduces CmyView, a mobile phone application and social media 
platform in development, with a design concept grounded on both digital heritage 
and networked learning perspectives. CmyView encourages people to collect and 
share their views by making images and audio recordings of personally meaningful 
sites they see while walking outdoors in the natural or built environment. Each per-
son’s walking trajectory (along with their associated images and audio files) then 
becomes a traceable artefact, something potentially shareable with a community of 
fellow walkers. The aim of CmyView is to encourage networked heritage practices 
and community participation, as people learn by documenting their own and expe-
riencing others’ social values of the built environment. Drawing on a framework for 
the analysis and design of productive learning networks, we analyse the educational 
design of CmyView arguing that the platform offers a space for democratic heritage 
education and interpretation, where participatory urban curatorship practices are 
nurtured. CmyView reframes social value as dynamic, fluid and located within com-
munities, rather than fixed in a place. The chapter presents preliminary findings of 
the activity of a group of four undergraduate students at an Australian university, 
who used CmyView to explore the immediate surroundings of their campus, in an 
activity outside of their formal curriculum. Participants interacted with the plat-
form, mapping, capturing, audio recording their impressions and sites of interest in 
their walks. In so doing, they created shareable trajectories, which were subse-
quently experienced by the same group of participants on a second walk. The 
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chapter concludes with a discussion about the impact of our research for the design 
of mobile technologies that embrace participation and sharing, through a networked 
learning perspective. The chapter brings together concepts that sit at the intersection 
of previously separate fields, namely, digital heritage and networked learning, to 
find their synergies.

�Introduction

Networked learning practices are impacting the field of cultural heritage, both tan-
gible and intangible, with implications for the way in which places of cultural sig-
nificance are understood, managed, documented, engaged with and studied. In this 
chapter we explore the intersection between walking, photography, technology and 
learning, investigating how mobile devices can be used to foster community partici-
pation and assess social value within a networked framework for digital heritage. 
The chapter introduces CmyView, a mobile phone application and social media plat-
form in development, with a design concept grounded on both digital heritage and 
networked learning perspectives.

In 15 years of research and development in networked learning, we have seen a 
shift from its initial focus in higher education towards broader educational prac-
tices, including, for example, work-based scenarios, professional development, 
schools and even informal learning (Hodgson et al. 2014). During this time, tech-
nology has significantly evolved, transforming and extending the modalities and 
settings in which people learn. Ubiquitous and portable technologies nowadays 
enable people to connect to others and/or to learning resources anywhere, and as a 
result networked learning is no longer circumscribed to a specific physical space. 
Instead, it may take place while people are walking outdoors, traveling on public 
transport, eating in a café or sitting comfortably at home. Mobile computing is 
affecting and arguably augmenting (or at times curtailing) people’s experiences of 
physical spaces. It not only allows for ‘learning on the go’ but adds to and modifies 
the structural composition of the physical spaces where such activities unfold, 
which in turn can affect the ways that people think and perceive their physical envi-
ronment (Kirsh 2013). There are new complex configurations of tools, tasks and 
people emerging, and these are not yet fully understood (Goodyear et al. 2016). The 
CmyView project capitalizes on mobile computing, networked practices and physi-
cal environments and spaces, to offer a way to collect, document and assess social 
value through embodied social practices. CmyView makes an innovative contribu-
tion to the ongoing yet critical issue, within the field of heritage, of understanding 
and documenting social value.

Until the 1990s heritage significance was primarily understood through expert 
assessment of the historic, scientific or aesthetic value of a place. Since then, com-
munity values as indicators of cultural significance have increasingly been recog-
nized (ICOMOS 1999). Values are important because they frame places’ broader 
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public meaning (Waterton 2010). The field of heritage sees the concepts of social 
value and place as intertwined where social value is a fluid and dynamic cultural 
process (Smith 2006) and place a geographical construct that incorporates people’s 
sense of attachment to the built environment (Hayden 1997). However, even though 
social value is now more readily recognized, it continues to be complex to assess 
(Canning and Spenneman 2001). To date, assessment has tended to rely on social 
sciences methods such as surveys, workshops and interviews, forms of inquiry not 
usually carried out in situ (Johnston 2003). CmyView harnesses the opportunities 
afforded by mobile digital technologies to design new ways to assess social value.

CmyView encourages people to collect and share their views by making images 
and audio recordings of personally meaningful sites they see, while walking out-
doors in the natural or built environment. Each person’s walking trajectory (along 
with their associated images and audio files) then becomes a traceable artefact, 
something potentially shareable with a community. It brings together, ideas from 
existing mobile ‘apps’ that focus specifically on mapping walks (e.g. Map my Walk, 
Glympse or Trails) and posting/sharing photographs (e.g. Instagram, Flickr and 
Facebook) and extends these by adding the ability to make an audio recording that 
is linked to the GPS point and image taken. By facilitating the collection and shar-
ing of information about the connections between people and places, CmyView also 
allows for a form of community curatorship of place. It engages people in observing 
and reflecting on their connections to the built environment by prompting them to 
create a GPS-enabled photograph and add commentary via an audio recording. 
Location, image and audio are then packaged up into a shareable traceable represen-
tation of a ‘walk’. Others can select a previously created ‘walk’, search for the 
places photographed by someone else by looking for these images in situ and then 
listen to the significance of these for the walk’s creator. In so doing, CmyView offers 
opportunities for asynchronous situated connections between people, as walks can 
be made visible and catalogued in an accessible and searchable format. Coupling 
embodied ubiquitous practices, such as walking, with questions of social value, 
brings a new spatial context through which to see and make decisions around what 
aspects of places are valuable. Using photography as a representational embodied 
and creative practice to document an element of interest, and distinguish it as sig-
nificant, shifts the process of assessing social value from a one-way community 
consultation process into an informal learning network that emphasizes relation-
ships between people and place. CmyView is both a ‘tool’ and ‘a way’ to explore 
places. It could be framed as digital heritage, intangible heritage, and as a form of 
citizen place interpretation. In thinking through the design of the system, its effect 
on the activity of users, its potential to contribute to the assessment of social value 
and its ability to develop communities around curatorial practices of place, it 
becomes clear that this project sits at the intersection of the fields of heritage and 
networked learning.

Networked learning has been described as involving learning situations in which 
collaboration and participation are mediated via technologies (Steeples and Jones 
2002; Goodyear et  al. 2004). Having in mind the softening of the boundaries 
between formal and non-formal learning and digital and physical spaces, the notion 
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of place-based spaces for networked learning offers a suitable framing for the 
CmyView project (Carvalho et al. 2017). The networked learning perspective high-
lights the opportunities for connections between people, as they assess and create 
(learning) resources, while experiencing both the physical and ephemeral elements 
and aspects of the built environment in different ways. Facets of places may become 
more salient when people walk around imbued with the aim of capturing sites that 
are of interest to them. While photography on mobile devices has become ubiqui-
tous, the conscious task of observing, making representations and articulating the 
motivations for the decisions offers an opportunity for developing visual and spatial 
knowledge, or even a ‘good eye’ (Rogoff 2002). Observation and reflections are 
established methods in the pedagogical approaches of creative education (Schön 
1985). They are of particular importance for architecture students (within a formal 
learning context) but are also becoming pertinent for less formal learners as knowl-
edge is increasingly dispersed across various visual, textual and spatial modalities 
(e.g. virtual reality). Observation and reflection is an open methodology for infor-
mal learners who have an interest in issues associated with the social value of heri-
tage sites. This opportunity is extended through intentional sharing where multiple 
viewpoints can engender a form of socio-visual empathy. Connections between 
people may arise when one person decides to experience and see the sites of interest 
that the walking trajectory of another may bring. CmyView creates a network of 
participants, each contributing to the repository of potential walks and each explor-
ing how individuals can have significantly different forms of attachment to the same 
places. In this way, the assessment of social value is enabled not only by collecting 
data to inform government and corporate decisions, but CmyView also helps to form 
and inform communities’ ideas about social value itself.

In this chapter, we discuss the assemblage of tasks, tools and people involved in 
CmyView through the Activity-Centred Analysis and Design (ACAD) framework 
(Goodyear and Carvalho 2014). The ACAD framework suggests that designing for 
complex learning situations involves considerations about structures of place (or 
elements in set design), task (or elements in epistemic design) and social organiza-
tion (or elements in social design) and how these, in turn, may influence activity. 
The framework also acknowledges that people exercise agency in reshaping or co-
creating what has been designed. The chapter presents preliminary findings report-
ing the use of CmyView as a method for engaging with the urban environment. The 
next three sections present the background of our research, which includes (i) learn-
ing as social participation, bringing together the notions of situated learning, 
embodied cognition and networked learning, (ii) a discussion about the blurry 
boundaries between formal, non-formal and informal learning, and (iii) digital cul-
ture and heritage, and issues associated with the use of mobile technologies in heri-
tage activities of collection, preservation and interpretation of digital artefacts. 
Then, we introduce concepts from the ACAD framework, situating the analysis of 
the educational design of CmyView. This is followed by a discussion of preliminary 
findings of participants’ interactions with (and their impressions of) the platform/
methodology and the future directions of this research.
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�Networked Learning, Situated Learning and Embodied 
Cognition

In line with many contemporary theories, our research acknowledges both the phys-
ically and socially situated nature of learning (e.g. Illeris 2009). Our focus here is 
on learning as social participation, where people are seen as active participants in 
the practices of social communities and where their identities are shaped by, and 
connected to, the communities in which they participate (Wenger 2009). Drawing 
on the notion of situated learning we bring together activity, context and culture 
(Lave and Wenger 1991) in order to examine situations where knowledge is encoun-
tered in authentic contexts and within a community of practice (Sharples et al. 2007).  
A community of practice establishes a social space for participants to discover and 
engage in learning partnerships related to common interests (Wenger et al. 2011). 
This is particularly important for learning about the built environment where knowl-
edge and skill is based on an iterative process of generation, reflection and observa-
tion. This social space is even more essential for learning about the social value of 
places, which may or may not be formally designated and recognized as sites of 
heritage.

In this chapter, our focus is on learning about the built environment that is medi-
ated by mobile technologies. A networked learning perspective offers a collabora-
tive and participatory conceptualization of learning, in which people and resources 
are connected via technology (Goodyear et al. 2004). However, as pointed out by 
Wenger et al. (2011):

Participation in a network does not require a sustained learning partnership or a commit-
ment to a shared domain. In this sense, learning in a network does not have to have an 
explicit collective dimension. The learning value of network derives from access to a rich 
web of information sources offering multiple perspectives and dialogues, responses to que-
ries, and help from others—whether this access is initiated by the learner or by others. 
(Wenger et al. 2011, p. 12)

Both community and network are aspects of a social fabric, with different 
effects on learning in terms of value, risks and challenges (Wenger et al. 2011). 
Although it is possible for community and networks to not necessarily be com-
bined, a community will often include a network of relationships, and likewise, 
networks will evolve and prosper because of participants’ commitment to a shared 
interest, even if not explicitly expressed. This accords with definitions from media 
studies of participatory culture, which also recognizes that audiences (or net-
works) are not necessarily passive and can in fact operate more akin to communi-
ties in digitally mediated spaces (Jenkins 1988, 2006). We see both community 
and networks as part of the social fabric in CmyView. We are particularly inter-
ested in the analysis of the connections between the design of mobile technologies 
for learning and the emergent activity of networked users (Goodyear 2005). 
Sprake and Rogers (2014) speak of ‘participatory sensing’ as an emerging field of 
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study, in which people are able to learn and teach each other about their own envi-
ronments, facilitated by technology. Participatory sensing involves the ability to 
gather data related to personal or local enquiries, going beyond information that 
is provided by official sources. In this scenario, common people ‘can learn about 
and understand the world around them better and can be a part of the decision-
making in improving environments for all’ (p. 753). CmyView focuses on connec-
tions encouraging people to engage in social practices, on the topic area of 
curatorship of place. The concept design in CmyView draws our attention to the 
role of the physical and the ‘qualities of the material’ in the built environment and 
their effects on people’s activity.

CmyView foregrounds heritage places in a non-formal learning situation, in sce-
narios that could be characterized as place-based spaces for networked learning 
(Carvalho et al. 2017). Place-based networked learning still involves co-creation of 
knowledge (Goodyear et al. 2016) and paying attention to the movement of people, 
objects and texts (Goodyear and Carvalho 2014). Co-creation of knowledge is 
becoming central to definitions of heritage as the importance of social value 
increases and as digital media blurs the boundaries between assessment and 
interpretation.

The theory of embodied cognition (Clark 2008; Kirsh 2013) helps us further 
theorize the potential connections between bodies, minds and technologies. Kirsh 
(2013) asserts that ‘the concepts and beliefs we have about the world are grounded 
in our perceptual-action experience with things, and the more we have tool medi-
ated experiences the more our understanding of the world is situated in the way we 
interact through tools’ (p.3:3). Cognition grounds our behaviour while underpinned 
by our perceptual system, as we align our actions to predictions that we make about 
the environment (Markauskaite and Goodyear 2016). Embodied cognition suggests 
that humans think also with their bodies, not exclusively with their brains, and so 
interactions with tools that prescribe particular goals are likely to change the way 
people think and perceive. In this way, walking with the intention of recording 
social value through GPS, photographs and audio is distinct from walking or taking 
photographs for pleasure or other purposes or simply walking for pleasure. Knowing 
by doing is considered more powerful than knowing by seeing (Kirsh 2013). As we 
analyse the educational design of CmyView and its influence on people’s activity, we 
examine not only design elements that may encourage people’s social engagement 
as part of an emerging community, but we are also interested in people’s exchanges 
on a topic that relates to their embodied experiences of sites. The physical trajectory, 
finding the site located and hearing the audio recording in situ, overlays one’s own 
experience over that of the original creator. CmyView assumes that a heterogeneous 
learning network is formed through participants’ asynchronous interactions with 
others, with self-curated places (representing places of significance to them), with 
the physical surroundings and the ‘quality of materials’, which are all part of their 
networked interaction.
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�Formal, Non-formal and Informal Learning

Formal learning is usually associated with established educational institutions, 
involving activities that happen as part of courses at universities, vocational training 
centres and schools. Such activities are often characterized as being organized and 
structured and designed to meet certain learning objectives through specific experi-
ences (OECD 2016). Those who engage in these activities will do so with an explicit 
intent to gain knowledge, skills or competences. Learners’ achievements will also 
often be measured and/or assessed (quantitatively and/or qualitatively). Informal 
learning, on the other hand, is not specifically organized nor structured, and it is not 
often associated with formal education systems. The Internet has greatly facilitated 
this type of learning, which is also referred to as curiosity-based and self-directed 
(Johnson et al. 2016). Informal learning does not have a set of objectives, nor a clear 
set of learning outcomes to be achieved, measured or assessed. In between these two 
modes, authors sometimes also refer to a third one, characterized as non-formal 
learning. Non-formal learning can also be organized and structured and foregrounds 
learning ‘as a by-product of more organized activities, whether or not the activities 
themselves have learning objectives’ (OECD 2016, n.p.). Educational activities 
within a museum setting would usually fall under this category, as museum staff may 
devise tasks for visitor’s learning, but these are not necessarily formally assessed or 
measured. Non-formal and informal are sometimes used interchangeably.

However, the boundaries between these descriptions are often blurry, particularly 
after the advent of the Internet and the emergence of mobile technologies. There has 
been little contention on the usefulness of such characterizations (Boys 2011). Yet, the 
terms imply a neat divide between formal, non-formal and informal learning which is 
often ‘simplistically translated into spatial/representational design metaphors, rather 
than related through specific, situated learning and teaching practices’ (Boys 2011, 
p. 3). The reality is more fluid and complex and importantly, the Higher Education 
Edition of the New Media Consortium Horizon Report states that ‘many experts 
believe that a blending of formal and informal methods of learning can create an envi-
ronment that fosters experimentation, curiosity, and above all, creativity’ (Johnson 
et al. 2016, p. 22). The value of non-formal and informal learning in higher education 
is being addressed in the forthcoming policy of the European Commission who has 
recently issued a report describing a range of initiatives to identify ways by which 
informal learning activities could be evaluated and incorporated into institutions 
(Johnson et al. 2016). In essence, learning ‘may be intentional or incidental – it is 
often both. Some learning outcomes are the intended result of participation in a study 
activity; some are incidental by-products of study activities; some are by-products of 
activities other than deliberate study’ (Goodyear and Carvalho 2014, p. 5).

In this chapter, we discuss people’s experiences with CmyView, through an 
example situated within a formal learning context, but as a form of non-formal or 
informal networked learning. The architecture students who are using the app were 
all part of the same design studio group undertaking the same unit as part of an 
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undergraduate course in higher education. However, the activity of using the app 
was outside of the prescribed curriculum and undertaken on a voluntary basis for 
this research. The walking activity was undertaken within the scheduled studio time 
and began on the university campus but asked students to explore places beyond the 
university campus. While the activity did not comprise of an assessment task, the 
exercise would arguably contribute to students’ development of important abilities, 
related to visual skills of observation, spatial knowledge and the significance of 
heritage sites that they were likely already familiar with. However, the design of 
CmyView goes beyond the specific example in this chapter, as the app is intended to 
be used outside by a lay person interested in the built environment, heritage inter-
pretation and community engagement.

The aim of CmyView is to encourage networked heritage practices and commu-
nity participation, as people learn by documenting their own and experiencing oth-
ers’ social values of the built environment. Design principles informing the concept 
design for the app are closely related to networked learning key ideas, such as ways 
of promoting collaboration, participation and connection amongst people, and 
encouraging people’s involvement in knowledge creation and knowledge building 
activities. In this case, CmyView would entail an informal (or non-formal) version of 
networked learning, when used as a vehicle for expanding the process of assessing 
social value. As participants contribute with their shared views via their created 
artefacts, they are also contributing to moving from an expert-led community con-
sultation process – where a specialist identifies and recommends a valuable site – 
into an informal learning network, built by a collection of contributions by networked 
participants, with their multiple perspectives, dialogues and shared understandings 
of the relationships between people and place.

�Digital Culture and Heritage

Research in digital culture and heritage is mainly carried out in museum studies, 
usually concentrating on the digitization of objects and places of cultural signifi-
cance, the conservation of digital artefacts and the relationship between the digital 
and material artefacts (Kalay et  al. 2008; Cameron and Kenderdine 2007). Even 
though it has been over a decade since UNESCO (2003) promoted the international 
adoption of instruments for the preservation of digital heritage, this area of scholar-
ship is still under researched, with little insight on the relations between social 
media and heritage, particularly in the topic area of participation and the contribu-
tion of information. Nevertheless, in recent years, there has been a growing move-
ment acknowledging the significance of everyday activities as contributing to 
heritage (Smith 2006).

Giaccardi (2012) points to the opportunities and transformations afforded by 
social media, investigating the potential links between everyday practices and forms 
of heritage, as manifest through online participation. Participatory culture is about 
the use of social media in a way that enables a ‘complex set of social practices that 
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interweave memories, material traces and performative enactments to give meaning 
and significance in the present to the lived realities of our past’ (Giaccardi 2012, 
p. 1). Importantly, the intersection between participatory culture and participatory 
media is pointing to new ways of describing the value of, and learning about, heri-
tage. However, understanding emerging digital heritage practices may require analy-
sis and the reframing of online representations (Garduño Freeman 2010, 2013). 
Garduño Freeman (2010, 2013) examined the significance of online representations 
of heritage sites, connecting numerous online representations of the Sydney Opera 
House (Australia) to practices of heritage and interpretation. She argues that connec-
tions between visual and material culture are evidence of the relationship people 
have with place and that these online instances of participatory culture do not dimin-
ish the significance of a heritage site. Instead they evidence social value. Garduño 
Freeman (2010, 2013) reframes the emotional attachment that people place on build-
ings, such as the Sydney Opera House, and their expressions of these attachments 
through their use of representations, as socio-visual value arguing that posting rep-
resentations and textual contributions online are new audience engagements of digi-
tal heritage. They are examples of how participatory culture manifests in a networked 
society, where the emergence of dispersed communities and audiences at a global 
level come together to participate and enact online forms of public engagement.

Three thematic areas are of critical interest for digital heritage: social practice, 
public formation and sense of place (Giaccardi 2012). Social practice relates to how 
participatory media enables new kinds of social and visual practices, for example, 
offering opportunities for the collection of images and production of representa-
tions, which can be used to mediate online communication, and also as expressions 
of personal accounts, that are, then, legitimized within communities. Public forma-
tion highlights the ways social media allows for the blurring of boundaries between 
community and audiences, enabling that new types of group formations emerge in 
the public realm. A sense of place explores experiences of social media that go 
beyond the online ‘realm’, embracing it as a way to engender and extend ‘real’ 
experiences with places of heritage.

Drawing on the notion of a sense of place in the fields of architecture and cultural 
geography, Giaccardi’s (2012) articulation seems to touch on aspects related to 
research in embodied cognition (Kirsh 2013). Social media can potentially augment 
the significance of traditional forms of heritage by ‘bring[ing] to the fore the char-
acter of place as the very matrix out of which human significance and meaning 
arise’ (Malpas 2008, p. 207). Conversely, social media can also augment nontradi-
tional or everyday forms of heritage by starting with the aspects of place as touch-
points for cultural significance. Heritage scholars speak of ‘community’ as 
homogeneous collectives or groups of people with agreed viewpoints (Waterton and 
Smith 2010). ‘Community’ often refers to a geographically connected group of 
people as distinct from the term ‘audiences’ used to denote visitors who ‘consume’ 
but are not attached to places of heritage. In contrast to communities, ‘audiences’ 
need to be made aware of the significance of places for the local communities – they 
are outsiders, coming from other places, and do not have a prior connection with the 
site of heritage. This intellectual distinction is important because preservation is 
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dependent on people understanding why sites of heritage are valuable (Tilden 1977). 
Yet the advent of social media complicates assumptions about audiences, as people 
develop relationships with places via representations, both published in traditional 
means and those posted online, without having necessarily actually visited a site in 
person. In the CmyView project, we begin to explore participants’ perspectives of a 
sense of place, as they visit physical sites with the intentional task of finding and 
registering places of personal interest. In the next section, we introduce the Activity-
Centred Analysis and Design (ACAD) framework, discussing specific aspects in the 
educational design of CmyView.

�Activity-Centred Analysis and Design Framework

Inspired by ideas from architecture and design thinking, the Activity-Centred 
Analysis and Design (ACAD) framework (Goodyear and Carvalho 2014) suggests 
that designing for complex learning situations is best approached when connections 
between four main structural elements are understood; three of these elements are 
‘designable’ and one not (Fig. 10.1). ACAD has been used to frame the analysis and 
design of several different types of complex learning situations including, for exam-
ple, professional networks (De Laat et  al. 2014), networks in higher education 
(Westh Nicolajsen and Ryberg 2014), in schools (Yeoman 2017; Thibaut et al. 2015), 

Fig. 10.1  Activity-Centred Analysis and Design (ACAD) framework. (Adapted from Goodyear 
and Carvalho 2014, p. 59)
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libraries (Bitter-Rijpkema et  al. 2014) and museums (Carvalho 2017) and design 
studio spaces involving multi-user and multi-surfaces (Martinez-Maldonado et al. 
2017; Thompson et al. 2013).

Activity is what matters the most; it is about what people think, feel and do – an 
emergent process in which people exercise agency. While the framework acknowl-
edges that design elements are likely to influence people’s activity, activity cannot 
be entirely predicted. The four structural elements are:

	 (i)	 Set design – the material and/or digital elements that are brought together to 
compose a learning situation – the tools, resources, artefacts and affordances of 
place

	(ii)	 Epistemic design – the ‘plan’ for what people will do including the proposed 
learning tasks, along with their structuring, sequencing and pacing of how 
information is to be communicated to learners

	(iii)	 Social design – social arrangements and roles, divisions of labour and who is 
expected to do what

	(iv)	 Co-creation and co-configuration activity – relates the above designable com-
ponents to people’s activity, acknowledging that they may rearrange and recon-
figure the designed learning situation

The framework has been applied in the analysis of over 20 case studies, involv-
ing participation and collaborations mediated via technology in a range of complex 
learning situations. These include learning networks in graphic design, chemistry, 
teacher education and other disciplinary areas and within different educational con-
texts, such as courses in higher education, schools, continuing professional develop-
ment and informal learning spaces, involving online as well as place-based scenarios 
(Carvalho and Goodyear 2014; Carvalho et al. 2017).

CmyView can be analysed through the ACAD framework (Fig. 10.2). Here, set 
design involves the app, deployed in a mobile technology, which users carry around. 
Even though the main tool participants interact with is the app, their experience will 
also be mediated by elements in the physical environment where the activity unfolds, 
as the spatial stage in which users undertake their actions. Thus, the technology is 
to be used in combination with elements in the physical surroundings. Similar to the 
blackboard, the chairs and tables in a classroom, ‘built forms’ were not specially 
‘brought’ to the learning situation by the educational designer, albeit they are still 
part of the set design. In the case of CmyView, the affordances of place are very open 
and might include buildings, constructions and natural elements in the environment, 
encountered in the user’s walk.

Epistemic design relates to the proposed tasks that suggest that participants walk, 
observe, make a representation and articulate why the representation was made (via 
recording). These are then repeated (via prompts) in the next iteration at the next 
point of interest. Participants not only collect but also share their views, and it is the 
purpose of the task and its intentionality that make this a learning task, even if, in 
this case, participants are not being formally assessed. Epistemic design involves 
two main proposed tasks: (i) collecting social value and (ii) sharing social value 
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(see Fig. 10.3). The two tasks are structured through walking through the physical 
environment. In ‘collecting’ the task is structured through suggestions to look and 
record and in ‘sharing’ to find and listen at each ‘view’ in the created or followed 
trajectory. Both are followed by an implied opportunity for reflection on the social 
value of places, as the tasks invite participants to explore relationships between the 
built environment, personal values and ways by which their values about the built 
environment can be represented and communicated in mediation with CmyView.

Fig. 10.2  CmyView in the (ACAD) framework

Fig. 10.3  Collecting and sharing social value
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In the ‘collecting’ mode, participants are asked to take a walk in their local envi-
ronment and to make ‘views’ during this activity. A ‘view’ is created when a partici-
pant takes a photograph of something significant to him/her. The possible number 
of ‘views’ is dependent on the distance walked; in other words ‘views’ are not 
immediately available, but rather, as the participant walks, the opportunity for mak-
ing ‘views’ increases, a design that purposefully encourages movement through the 
physical environment. The task also requests that participants reflect on their choices 
and audio record descriptions of why they chose to take that photograph. There are 
two main purposes for the use of audio to capture the specific meaning of the pho-
tograph. In contrast to text, audio can be recorded while the person continues to 
walk, thereby making the experience more fluid and less interrupted. Audio also 
enables emotion to be communicated and is a more intimate form of communica-
tion than text.

A group of ‘views’ made by a participant is packaged as a ‘walk’ that can be 
shared with others. In the ‘sharing’ mode, CmyView operates as a repository of 
image and audio representations of what people have found significant. In contrast 
to the ‘collecting’ mode, the epistemic design here enables an urban treasure hunt to 
take place. Once a ‘walk’ is selected, participants can follow that person’s footsteps 
and use the GPS, visual and aural information to find or situate the photographic 
representation back in the physical environment. This enables digital representa-
tions to be resituated through embodied walking experiences, as the person is able 
to listen and learn about others memories and associations to places. Another fea-
ture in the epistemic design of CmyView relates to the collection of information for 
reuse. The data, both that which is gathered in the collecting mode, as well as any 
feedback received through the sharing mode, becomes a powerful tool to understand 
people’s engagement with the urban environment. CmyView collects a rich layered 
dataset comprising three types: locational, visual and verbal that quantify intangible 
aspects about the built environment.

In the social design, participants are invited to asynchronously collaborate with 
others, while they complete their walks individually. However, other possibilities of 
group organization may, nevertheless, be possible with CmyView. Dyads or larger 
groups could work together to both identify places that are significant and together 
record their combined views on selected places. This aspect would be one of the 
ways in which participants could cocreate the experience within the overall design 
of CmyView.

Understanding elements in set, epistemic and social design as separate entities 
can at times be difficult, as they all come together as part of an assemblage. As rela-
tional elements, one enables and influences the other. The app deployed via a mobile 
technology (elements of set design) will tell the user what task she is to do (epis-
temic design), in this case collecting or sharing a view (epistemic design). As the 
user walks the trajectory of an invisible other (social design), again the app (set 
design) will alert the user to pay attention (epistemic design) to specific elements of 
the built environment (set design). As the user takes photographs and add their own 
views (cocreation and co-configuration activity), they modify the app by populating 
it with new elements (set design).
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Overall, CmyView aims at reframing social value as dynamic, fluid and located 
within communities, rather than fixed in place, and shifts the role of documentation 
from a professional expert to participants, building upon existing social and cultural 
participatory practices, such as photography and walking. The focus on walking is 
intentional with a view of capturing its positive effect on creative thinking (Oppezzo 
and Schwartz 2014).

�CmyView Prototype

In its current stage of development, CmyView was prototyped in two ways. The 
tasks associated with collecting mode were deployed via an iPhone app. The shar-
ing mode was modelled through another self-curated walking app, Tour Buddy, 
which is available by subscription. The transfer of data from the collecting to the 
sharing mode was carried out manually by one of the researchers. The use of this 
approach allowed us to rapidly capture and model experiences of participants with 
CmyView, and in doing so, we were able to understand and refine aspects of set, 
social and epistemic design before further technological development was carried 
out.

In the prototype version, set design involved an iPhone, with its interactive screen 
interface inviting people to select which mode they wish to use either collecting or 
sharing ‘views’ (social design) (see Fig. 10.3). The iPhone was used in combination 
with elements in the built environment, as participants walked around the vicinity of 
the university campus.

The collecting mode begins with a standard map interface, which shows current 
location and maps the route walked as ‘views’ are made. There are ‘touch-able’ 
images that enable participants to ‘make a view’ and indicators on available ‘views’ 
(dependent on distance walked) and those already made. The iPhone’s camera inter-
face is used to produce a square format photograph. Once a photograph is submit-
ted, the next screen prompts the participant to make an audio recording about the 
place depicted in the photograph selected. Both the audio and photographs can be 
deleted and replaced while making the ‘view’. Once made, the ‘view’ is then plotted 
on the map in the original screen.

The app used for deploying the sharing mode currently adopts the interface of the 
Tour Buddy app on an iPhone and iPad. The interface offers categorization of 
‘views’ into ‘walks’. Once a ‘walk’ is selected, the first view is loaded onto the 
screen. Directions to the location can be sought via the native Apple Maps app, 
which loads the GPS information. The interface shows the photograph taken, the 
location on the map and the audio recording in one screen. Tour Buddy can be 
enabled to automatically play the audio within a 1–5 metre radius of the GPS 
location.
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�Data Collection and Analysis: Extracts from CmyView 
and Survey

The methodology and the prototype version of CmyView described above were 
tested by four university students, enrolled in an undergraduate architecture course, 
who volunteered to participate in a non-formal activity that was not part of their 
course work. Data collection involved a collecting mode and a sharing mode. In the 
collecting mode, participants were instructed to take a walk and make ‘views’ of 
things in the built environment, which were of significance to them, so that together 
they would be documenting social value. They were intentionally not directed to 
specific locations or asked to identify places of positive or negative personal value. 
The ‘walks’ were about 30 min long each and comprised between 6–12 ‘views’. We 
collected their photographs, audio recordings and the geolocation identifiers of each 
participant’s walk, and afterwards, participants completed a short survey. In the 
sharing mode, participants were given an iPad with their four ‘walks’ loaded and 
were asked to select one of the ‘walks’ made by their peers. Each participant then 
went into the field, found the photographs of their peers while listening to their 
audio recordings and completed a second survey afterwards. The two data collec-
tion sessions were carried out in Geelong (Australia), in the immediate university 
surroundings, during the late afternoon 1 week apart. The two online surveys (5 min 
each) used open-ended questions to elicit participants’ opinions on the methodology 
and prototype version of CmyView.

In the ACAD framing, the students’ production of photographs and audio files is 
part of their co-creation and co-configuration activity. They modify CmyView by 
populating it with visual and audio artefacts as they interact with the environment 
through the app (set design), completing the proposed tasks – collecting and sharing 
views (epistemic design) – and are invited to asynchronously collaborate (social 
design). The audio files were transcribed and analysed together with the photo-
graphs and actual locations which were familiar to one of the researchers. The anon-
ymous survey responses then offered insights into the experiences and reflections of 
the participants.

Our analysis of the audio files and photographs reveals how people ascribe dif-
ferent forms of attachment to places. For example, the first passage below describes 
historical connections between old and new aspects of a building (first passage), 
while the second passage highlights fluidity and contrast as facets of interest.

I chose this second view because I feel though it incorporates sort of the new and old of 
what Geelong was, I suppose in the wool store days, and what has become now, in front of 
sort of Victoria’s biggest educational institutions here, and sort of incorporating the old and 
new style architecture. (Walk 3 View 2) – Fig. 10.4A

This view I was attracted to I think largely because of the straight lines that the trees have 
been planted in, which sort of seems to me contradicts the very sort of fluid and also maybe 
sharped angled nature of the branches and the leaves that are partially alive but mainly dead 
and crumbling. (Walk 2 View 2) – Fig. 10.4B
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Three themes emerged in relation to participants’ experiences with CmyView: (i) 
changing perceptions and thinking, (ii) connections to others and (iii) extending 
understandings of design and architecture. In the passage below, the participant 
acknowledges how the exercise enabled a new perspective about a familiar space.

I found interesting (…) in that it is a space that I would walk through probably everyday but 
it is not until you have an exercise like this where, (…) you have to stop and think about… 
that I really appreciate the old and new, I suppose, and you see through the old bends and 
then the... this clean sort of light plaster board and then also in the right hand corner the light 
which back lit up the bean, I thought it was really interesting. (Walk 2 View 1) – Fig. 10.4C

Survey responses gathered several similar impressions by all four participants, 
where engagement in the collecting mode’s proposed learning task (epistemic 
design) mediated by the tool (set design) seems to encourage noticing subtleties in 
the environment and thinking ‘more critically’:

I think the idea of having to explain why something stood out to you is a good one because 
it makes you actually stop and realise all of the beautiful things around you (Participant 
1 - Survey 1)

It (…) allowed me to look at certain views at a different angle, and analyse why I was 
attracted to these particular angles rather than others. (Participants 3 - Survey 1)

The action of taking the photograph made me consider the idea of a view more critically. 
Whilst when you observe with your eyes you take in the area around the view, the photo 
makes you be more concise with what you would like to show. Recording a memo rein-
forces this point of why the photo came about. (Participant 2 - Survey 1)

The second theme reflected participants’ interest in connecting to others, where 
they welcomed the opportunity of engaging in the learning task in the sharing mode, 
where they indicated their experiences led to them learning about the built environ-
ment and what is valuable to others:

I am more interested in viewing other people’s walks and the idea of sharing the experience 
and explore areas I haven’t seen or thought about. (Participant 4 - Survey 1)

Fig. 10.4  Images collected on walks
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Quite often we get tied up in our own constrained view of the world and by opening it up to 
that of [other] people is something valuable to be able to learn and understand from. 
(Participant 1 - Survey 2)

Seeing someone else’s views (or journey) was almost an intimate experience. These jour-
neys are personal and walking on someone else’s journey is just a glimpse [of] their per-
sonal take on things. It allowed me to enter into someone else’s headspace and see things 
the way they do. (Participant 2 - Survey 2)

The third theme, focused on the participant’s ability to connect their experiences 
of the environment gained through CmyView to other learning areas, with a particu-
lar focus on their understandings of design and architecture:

It challenged my thought process as to what was and was not worth documenting. Something 
that was interesting with the other person’s walk that I completed was that a lot of what was 
captured was not specifically buildings. It broadened my understanding of built environ-
ment towards how we shape our natural environment also. (Participant 3 - Survey 2)

The way that different people see different views, helped me understand that the experi-
ences you hope to make of your architecture may not always be successful in that respect. 
Your architecture will provoke a variety of experiences as different people, will experience 
different things driven by their different personalities. (Participant 2 - Survey 2)

Participants also reported that the overall experience elicited conversations out-
side the app – which is in line with the thought that in already established communi-
ties, the act of sharing experiences becomes a talking point for other types of 
discussions about the built environment.

�Conclusion and Future Directions

This chapter brings together concepts that often sit at the intersection of separate 
fields, namely, digital heritage and networked learning, to find their synergies. The 
chapter argues that CmyView supports the reframing of social value as dynamic, 
fluid and located within communities, rather than fixed in a place, reflecting net-
worked practices and contributing to more egalitarian heritage practices. People’s 
interaction with the app allowed them to connect to others and have an impact on 
how they experience their physical surroundings, through the sharing of their 
social values about sites of interest. The chapter argues that these activities reflect 
networked learning practices that cross boundaries of time and space, formal and 
informal learning, with people walking together while being apart, and learning by 
sharing.

Drawing on a framework for the analysis and design of productive learning net-
works, we analysed the educational design of CmyView arguing that the platform 
offers a space for democratic heritage education and interpretation, where participa-
tory urban curatorship practices are nurtured, and in alignment with networked 
learning practices. The educational design of CmyView aims at enabling people to 
collaborate and participate in an ongoing dynamic activity of curating places.  

10  CmyView: Learning by Walking and Sharing Social Values



184

The ACAD framing helped us analyse ways of designing for community participa-
tion and assessment of social value. It allowed us to account for and consider the 
levels of complexity that are inherent in such augmented experiences. We were able 
to bring together, loosely coupled components in set, social and epistemic design, to 
analyse how they constrained and enabled the activities of participants. Part of set 
design (i.e. the app) could be altered and controlled, and others could not; the built 
environment is already in existence yet needs to be taken into account as part of the 
complex learning situation. Social design in this case prompted indirect collabora-
tion between students and made us think about future possible social arrangements, 
potential hierarchical structure between participants, their connections, and who 
was viewing whose ‘walks’. In epistemic design, the proposed tasks in both modes 
were about observation. In the collecting mode, it involved careful observation of 
one’s own experience of the built environment. In the sharing mode the task is also 
about observation, but in contrast it involves understanding someone else’s experi-
ences. Locating the original places photographed in an embodied task enables a 
kind of embodied cognition – putting the image back in context or recontextualizing 
these places. CmyView enters a new phase of development as we fine-tune the app 
and explore new configurations for part of its designable elements.
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Chapter 11
Reflections and Challenges in Networked 
Learning

Nina Bonderup Dohn, Julie-Ann Sime, Sue Cranmer, Thomas Ryberg, 
and Maarten de Laat

Abstract  In this last chapter, we reflect on the issues taken up in the nine chapters 
forming the body of the book and how they relate to the trends identified in the 
introductory chapter as well as how they combine to characterize the field of 
Networked Learning today and on from here. We start with a short presentation of 
each of the chapters. This leads us to identify broader themes which point out sig-
nificant perspectives and challenges for future research and practice. Among these 
are social justice, criticality, mobility, new forms of openness and learning in the 
public arena (all leading themes at the next Networked Learning Conference in 
2018), differences between participants and in participant experiences, learning 
analytics and different understandings of Networked Learning.

In our introductory chapter, we identified some general trends in Networked 
Learning research as they have emerged and faded over the years since the first 
Networked Learning Conference in 1998. This acknowledges the 10th biennial con-
ference in 2016 and the development of research within the field to which the con-
ference series bears witness. It serves also to provide a backdrop for the nine 
chapters providing the body of this book, based as they are on selected papers from 
the 10th biennial conference, and speaking as they do to this developing field. In this 
final chapter, we look back on the issues taken up in the nine chapters and reflect on 
how they combine to characterize the field of Networked Learning today – with a 
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view to the identified trends of the past and a look to emerging issues for the future. 
We start with a short recapitulation of the focus of the book’s parts and the indi-
vidual chapters, thereby also providing the reader with an overview of the content 
of the book. This leads on to the second section of this chapter where we identify 
broader themes which point out significant perspectives and challenges for future 
research and practice within Networked Learning.

�Summary of Issues and Perspectives in the Chapters

The book is structured into two main thematic sections, Parts 1 and 2, comprising 
five and four chapters, respectively, and further includes the Introduction and this 
concluding chapter. Part 1, entitled Situating Networked Learning: Looking Back, 
Moving Forward, picks up on the Introduction’s identification of trends in the field 
of Networked Learning, by providing an expanded characterization of foci within 
this field in relation to current debates. From different theoretical perspectives, the 
three chapters by Parchoma, Jones and Lee do this by reflecting upon the past, 
depicting the present and looking to the future. The next two chapters by Cutajar 
and Czerniewicz supplement these perspectives on developing views by positioning 
Networked Learning clearly within prominent contemporary discussions. Together, 
the chapters display Networked Learning as a distinct field within educational 
research, simultaneously aligned with broader discussions and taking more particu-
lar stances on them.

More specifically, the first chapter in Part 2, Traces of cognition as a distributed 
phenomenon in networked learning by Gale Parchoma, explores the notion of ‘cog-
nition as a distributed phenomenon’. Parchoma initially argues that in Networked 
Learning connectivity and dialogue are central pedagogical and philosophical prin-
ciples, and rather than viewing knowledge as a transmissible property, it is seen as 
emergent and the outcome of relational dialogue and collaborative interactions 
embedded in sociocultural contexts. She continues to trace the history of distributed 
cognition across a number of differing perspectives within Networked Learning. In 
the section ‘De-coding Cognition through Varied Conceptualizations of the Human 
Mind’, Parchoma thus presents five different conceptualizations of the human mind: 
a neuropsychological, an environmentalist, a phenomenological, a situated socio-
cultural account and finally a mentalist perspective. She argues that if one takes a 
relational view of learning as an interaction between mind and world, then they can 
all ‘accommodate the proposition of cognition as a distributed phenomenon without 
becoming caught in the dualism of abstract mind and concrete material social prac-
tice’ (Parchoma, Chap. 2 this volume). She then explores how ideas of distributed 
cognition can be traced in the varying views of ‘networked learning design and 
facilitation’ and highlights differences between Ingold’s (2011) (individualistic) 
notion of wayfaring and Goodyear et al.’s (2014) conceptualization of distributed 
agency as a collaborative endeavour. These social and collaborative aspects are fur-
ther discussed in relation to how communities are understood within Networked 
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Learning. In conclusion, Parchoma points out that ‘democratic values and socioma-
terial, relational views of learning experiences’ (Parchoma, Chap. 2 this volume) are 
key characteristics of Networked Learning. She suggests that the idea of cognition 
as distributed can bridge different perspectives and serve as a unifying theoretical 
concept underpinning the political, ontological and epistemological aspects of net-
worked learning.

Parchoma’s chapter is a theoretically very interesting disassembling and reas-
sembling of differing theoretical ideas and perspectives within Networked Learning 
(and beyond). In the chapter, she zooms to the finer details of differences in theoreti-
cal approaches to learning, dissects and distinguishes them from each other but also 
reassembles the parts – though not as a unity or common mass. Rather, she argues 
that the approaches are all underpinned by ideas of cognition as distributed and that 
this understanding can serve as an underlying and unifying perspective. Further, by 
relating this view to the way design, facilitation and community are conceptualized 
within Networked Learning, she contributes a more nuanced understanding of these 
phenomena. She thus manages to look back into a complex theoretical and concep-
tual history of both Networked Learning and educational theory while also contrib-
uting a refreshed view of how we can theoretically conceptualize commonalities 
within Networked Learning in the years to come.

The next chapter, Experience and Networked Learning by Chris Jones, is also 
firmly influenced by recent attempts to articulate and theorize a sociomaterial 
understanding of Networked Learning. The chapter focuses on post-human and 
actor-network theory approaches which decentre the subject, situating it in a hybrid 
networked constellation of actors (including humans and machines). Jones embraces 
and criticizes these approaches by actively researching the place of the human sub-
ject and how it informs the development of research agendas within Networked 
Learning. The main question addressed by Jones in this chapter is therefore: ‘In 
what ways can Networked Learning think about and incorporate the idea of experi-
ence with regard to de-centred persons in the entanglements forming assemblages?’ 
According to Jones ‘Experience can be thought of as either the essential distin-
guishing component of the individual human subject, or experience can be under-
stood as the subjective component of one kind of element in a wider assemblage of 
humans and machines. In the latter understanding of experience in assemblages 
human experience does not separate the human actor from other actors in a network 
and they are understood symmetrically’ (Jones, Chap. 3 this volume). Here, Jones 
clearly uses a sociomaterialist perspective conceptualizing ‘knowledge and capaci-
ties as being emergent from the webs of interconnections between heterogeneous 
entities, both human and non-human’ (Jones, Chap. 3 this volume). However, Jones 
defends that human actors have a special place, even if they may be decentred, one 
that is not symmetrical with non-human actors. Human actor accounts of networked 
learning are relevant as they ‘provide an insight into how human actors respond in 
and to the interactions they encounter in educational assemblages and the world 
more generally’ (Jones, Chap. 3 this volume). They may thus inform both design 
and understanding of networked learning.
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Traditionally, the Networked Learning research community has always taken a 
great interest in qualitative accounts of learning in networked settings, and Jones 
continues this rich tradition and further fuels the discussion by concluding that 
Networked Learning research ‘needs to retain a focus on human experience and to 
develop an empirical and theoretical understanding of how the de-centred human 
experience in human-machine assemblages can help in the design and development 
of successful learning networks’ (Jones, Chap. 3 this volume).

The third chapter in this Part, Discursive effects of a paradigm shift rhetoric in 
online higher education: Implications on Networked Learning research and prac-
tice by Kyungmee Lee, takes a critical look at the discursive effects of the ‘paradigm 
shift’ rhetoric that is commonly used in the advocacy of online higher education. 
The paradigm shift involves rhetorical moves that position distance education (DE) 
pedagogies as ‘old’ and bounded within a behaviourist-cognitivist paradigm and 
instead suggests an intentional, normative move towards progressive, ‘modern’ 
modes of learning often associated with ‘constructivist’ and ‘collaborative learning’ 
as articulated within the field of online higher education (HE). Lee argues that this 
rhetorical move for one thing diminishes the insights and practices developed within 
DE but also, more importantly, that it ignores the historical and context-specific 
reasons for why those practices initially developed. Thus, calls for collaboration and 
constructivist pedagogies overlook the fact that DE has been committed to provid-
ing affordable, accessible learning to a large number of people many of whom might 
not have the time and resources to engage in ‘collaborative learning’ and would 
prefer individual, self-paced, flexible modes of learning. Lee traces the development 
of the paradigm shift rhetoric by critically analysing the paper ‘Shift happens: 
Online education as a new paradigm in learning’ by Harasim (2000). From a 
Foucauldian perspective, she argues that the discourse of a ‘new paradigm’ has 
come to permeate thinking within online higher education, but not necessarily prac-
tice, and that it is also dominant within fields such as CSCL (computer-supported 
collaborative learning) and Networked Learning, despite the latter’s self-
understanding of critical scholarship. She concludes that we need to overcome sim-
plistic dichotomies between ‘the old DE’ and the ‘new online HE’ to create a more 
politically, historically and appreciative understanding of practices that might – at a 
first glance – sit uncomfortably within the Networked Learning community.

Lee’s chapter stands as an interesting challenge to reflect on both the theory and 
practice of Networked Learning. She illustrates, in her chapter, how there is often a 
problematic, and somewhat lazy, tendency to latch onto a discourse of ‘new’ vs 
‘old’ and rhetorically locate certain pedagogies as rooted in an ‘old’, instructivist 
paradigm associated with behaviourist/cognitivist theories of learning. In her chap-
ter she challenges the Networked Learning community not to fall prey to such sim-
ple dichotomies and instead appreciate that there might be historical, contextual and 
practical reasons for distance education (DE) pedagogies, reasons associated with 
access, in terms of affordability but also in terms of the individual’s time, resources 
and capacities to engage with demanding forms of collaborative, dialogical pedago-
gies. As democratic access, equity and opportunity are key principles of education 
from a Networked Learning perspective, Lee’s chapter is a welcome contribution to 
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help us reflect on whether Networked Learning pedagogies may at times be at odds 
with these principles.

In line with Lee’s general points about the gap between rhetoric and practice, the 
next chapter, Variation in students’ perceptions of others for learning by Maria 
Cutajar, examines the difference between theory and practice in collaborative learn-
ing. Through a phenomenographic study, Cutajar questions the assumptions in 
Networked Learning literature: that active student participation is prevalent in learn-
ing networks, that students appreciate the value of learning from others in their 
network and that they work together towards a shared goal of improving everyone’s 
understanding. Her study explores the perspectives of young adults, aged 
16–18 years, as they engage in Networked Learning in a formal education context 
to qualify for university entry. It shows how the use of Networked Learning tech-
nologies for teaching and learning is a challenge that is not embraced uniformly by 
learners. In particular, Cutajar’s study points to three broad, hierarchically inclusive 
categories of student perceptions of the student-teacher relationship: teacher as 
director and students as independently learning, teacher as organizer and students as 
contributors and teacher as convenor and students as cocreators of learning. These 
variations in perception of responsibility for learning in teachers and students are 
positioned as different positions on a continuum. Responsibility for learning and 
teaching is assumed to be shared in Networked Learning literature, but these find-
ings suggest that the reality is not as clear. Cutajar concludes that there must be 
support for the transition into networked learning with reconceptualization of the 
relationship between teachers and learners and broadening awareness of the value 
of others in learning.

Cutajar’s contribution to the field is a qualitative account of learning within a 
networked setting which continues a long-established approach of examining the 
individual experience within Networked Learning. As argued in Jones’ chapter, 
there is still a need to provide insight into how individuals respond to interactions 
within a networked learning setting to develop empirical and theoretical knowledge 
and also assist in refining design and develop activities. Cutajar’s chapter provides 
empirical evidence of the different conceptions of the student-teacher relationship 
amongst her learners and in so doing reminds us of the potential diversity within 
student groups engaged in networked learning. She calls upon the Networked 
Learning community to take active steps towards accommodating this diversity in 
student perception and actively encourage students to embrace different perceptions 
of others and explore different student roles within Networked Learning.

The final chapter in Part 1, Inequality as Higher Education goes online by Laura 
Czerniewicz, situates Networked Learning within current discourses of inequality. 
Within this general setting, the chapter argues for values-based pedagogically 
shaped online learning to circumvent what the author characterizes as an increas-
ingly austere higher education environment. Here, Czerniewicz builds on the initial 
conceptualization of Networked Learning as critical and political, therefore having 
the facility to support and encourage democracy, diversity and inclusion. She prob-
lematizes emerging global market-dominated models of online higher education 
which have profound, potentially negative implications, for the diversity of learners, 
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digital literacy, cultural capital and language. Thus, she argues that the European 
and UK drive towards ‘open educational resources’ and ‘open access’ could make 
it more difficult for developing countries ‘as it means that online content from the 
global south cannot be found amidst the large volumes of content flowing from the 
north’ (Czerniewicz, Chap. 6 this volume). Likewise, ideal models of the capacities 
of ‘networked learners’ as digital natives can gloss over that the realities are: ‘of 
very differentiated learner engagement with the digital world; digital skills which 
are shallower than previously thought; […] the minority of active knowledge cre-
ation and sharing; activities typically introduced by educators; consumer practices 
and populist values dominating the digital space, with many feeling excluded or 
worse (Beetham 2015)’ (Czerniewicz, Chap. 6 this volume). These issues, she 
points out, are seldom recognized, let alone confronted. The chapter draws on 
Therborn’s equality/inequality framework through interrogation of three types of 
inequality: vital inequality, resource inequality and existential inequality. Given this 
framework, Czerniewicz explores the ways inclusion and exclusion are expressed 
and experienced. In conclusion, she emphasizes the urgent need for critical research, 
inequality-framed intervention, policy and advocacy to bring forth new and more 
socially just global business models.

The chapter by Czerniewicz is a useful and important contribution to the field of 
Networked Learning, given its emphasis on the need for further critical, politically 
motivated studies and initiatives. It takes an explicit social justice lens to the field 
and challenges current and emerging inequalities. It helps identify blind spots within 
the community such as a tendency for overly positive evaluation of increasing open-
ness of resources and institutions. It thus also inspires an increased focus on social 
justice issues in the future.

Taken together, the chapters in Part 1 situate and exemplify Networked Learning 
as a field within the broader landscape of educational research. Though perspectives 
of course differ, so that chapter authors may not necessarily agree to all points made 
by other chapter authors – nor, indeed, would all authors within the wider Networked 
Learning community agree to all points – an outline of the current status of the field 
is suggested by the critiques of sociomaterial renderings of human agency and cog-
nition provided by Jones (this volume) and Parchoma (this volume), respectively, 
and the challenges to rethink collaboration (Cutajar, this volume), collaborative 
pedagogies (Lee, this volume) and equality (Czerniewicz, this volume) from the 
perspective of actual educational practice. A focus on individual learners (net-
worked to others) and their experiences remains important (Jones, this volume), 
though their agency may be decentred and their cognition best conceptualized as 
distributed (Parchoma, this volume). Learner experiences may challenge theoretical 
expectations that idealize, e.g. student collaboration, overlooking tensions between 
student perspectives (Cutajar, this volume) and neglecting the practical circum-
stances out of which online learning – and networked learning with it – spring (Lee, 
this volume). These considerations exemplify the more general need to critically 
reflect on assumptions and blind spots in the prevalent rhetoric. The rhetoric, as 
shown in Czerniewicz (this volume), may hide new inequalities on a global scale 
emerging out of idealized understandings of, e.g. openness. Thus, the chapters in 
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Part 1 between them depict Networked Learning as a field characterized by a strong 
interest in theory development, an emphasis on human agency and cognition under-
stood as integral parts of their sociomaterial contexts and a recurring focus on criti-
cal assessment of (one’s own and others’) presuppositions in theory and practice.

Given this situating in Part 1 of Networked Learning within the general educa-
tional research landscape, the chapters in Part 2 have been chosen for their more 
specific common focus on the current tendency, hinted at in Part 1, to broaden the 
scope of education beyond clearly demarcated and bounded courses or programs. 
Part 2 is entitled New challenges: Designs for Networked Learning in the public 
arena. Its chapters explore the use of technology in different ways to cross boundar-
ies and to create learning spaces in the open, public arena as well as between open 
arenas and the bounded settings of home or school. More specifically, the chapters 
by Koutropoulos and Koseoglu (this volume) and Alexander and Fink (this volume) 
both deal with designs for Networked Learning in massive open online courses 
(MOOCs) which – being ‘massively open’ – are themselves forms of (near)-public 
networked learning spaces. In contrast, the chapters by Bober & Hynes (this vol-
ume) and Carvalho & Freeman (this volume) investigate different ways in which 
Networked Learning through mobile devices can be used in physical, public arenas 
and to cross boundaries between public, school and private spaces.

The first chapter in Part 2, Hybrid presence in networked learning: A shifting and 
evolving construct by Apostolos Koutropoulos and Suzan Koseoglu, thus explores 
the potential for Networked Learning theory and practice to influence the design 
and delivery of MOOCs. MOOCs are often heralded as innovative, disruptive and 
revolutionary technology that can address issues of equality by opening up access 
for all. However, there are significant differences in how MOOCs are designed and 
delivered and in the underlying vision for education. Koutropoulos and Koseoglu 
(this volume) argue that the power of a MOOC is not in the delivery mechanism or 
in its accessibility but in the literacy of the participants and in the pedagogy and 
learning design. Taking the notion of learners as teachers, the authors reframe the 
notion of learner presence and teacher presence proposing a new hybrid presence 
that includes elements of both teaching presence and learning presence but also has 
its own additional elements. From this new hybrid presence, they propose four 
learning design principles according to which teachers need to (1) ‘prepare to cede 
authority’ and see themselves as convenors of co-learners, (2) ‘embrace plasticity’ 
to be responsive to learner voice, (3) ‘be present with fellow learners’ to build rela-
tionships with others in the learning network and (4) ‘leave assessments at the door’ 
(Koutropoulos and Koseoglu, Chap. 7 this volume), providing badges for participa-
tion in learning activities such as reflection, artefact creation or project work, rather 
than traditional summative evaluation. While Koutropoulos and Koseoglu (this vol-
ume) acknowledge that it is not possible to know every learner within a MOOC, 
they emphasize the quality of relationship between teacher and learner and the role 
of the teacher as crucial. The learning design principles are therefore offered as a 
means of improving the quality of pedagogy by promoting hybrid presence within 
an open networked learning environment.
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Koutropoulos and Koseoglu’s contribution is to theory and practice in the learn-
ing design of MOOCs through their proposal for a new hybrid presence and learn-
ing design principles for practitioners. As with the chapter by Cutajar (this volume), 
this chapter examines the relationship between the teacher and learner acknowledg-
ing a range of different roles. While Cutajar examines the student perspective on the 
relationship as it happens in practice, Koutropoulos and Koseoglu examine the 
teacher role. Their design principles provide support for the teacher to make the 
transition along the relationship described by Cutajar and transition from director of 
individual students to organizer of student contributors and to tutor as convenor and 
students as cocreators of learning.

The next chapter, Designing an inclusive intercultural online participatory semi-
nar for higher education teachers and professionals by Ilene Dawn Alexander & 
Alexander Fink, further investigates the potential of utilizing open access ideas 
from MOOCs within Networked Learning, in the context of an inclusive, intercul-
tural online participatory seminar for higher education teachers and professionals. 
Drawing upon critical pedagogies and with a commitment to social justice, 
Alexander and Fink’s design for the seminar combines the open access approach of 
MOOCs with a Networked Learning perspective emphasizing community and the 
fostering of supportive relationships through collaboration, co-construction and dis-
cussion that is critical and reflective. In the chapter, the authors provide an insider 
account of the process of codesigning, developing and evaluating outcomes, explor-
ing a range of issues in design, particularly how to counter repressive tolerance so 
that all voices are heard even when they may raise uncomfortable narratives, e.g. on 
racism or sexism, and how to include ‘lurking learners’ (‘lurners’) and support the 
wider range of ways of participating online. To address repressive tolerance, 
Alexander and Fink propose learning circles where facilitators assist in three cycles 
of a structured discussion with additional responsibility to attend to instances of 
repressive tolerance and ensure democratic participation. Further, an inclusive 
design, based on Chavez’s six elements of an empowering multicultural learning 
environment, enables an exploration of the experiences of learners including ‘lurn-
ers’ who did not fully participate in assessment (badge) activities, in order for their 
feedback to influence the second delivery of the open online participatory seminar. 
Analysis of survey data found that open participation and open access to resources 
resulted in ‘lurners’ using resources and organizing learning experiences in a vari-
ety of ways within their local settings that were not reflected in the online space.

Alexander and Fink’s contribution is to provide a rich example of how practitio-
ners can design, develop and evaluate a MOOC that is inclusive, democratic and 
appropriate for a multi-cultural cohort of learners. While they do address issues of 
inequality in MOOCs as discussed in Czerniewicz (this volume), they adopt a learn-
ing design perspective and focus on how to support a multi-cultural learning com-
munity. They also provide valuable empirical evidence, like Cutajar (this volume), 
on the experience of learners as they interact with resources. They call for increas-
ing tolerance of difference between learners and how they engage with resources 
and appeal to educators to provide support for a wider range of online participants. 
This resonates with Cutajar’s call for tolerance of differing perceptions of the 
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student-teacher relationship and aligns with the argument in Jones (this volume) to 
retain a focus on human experience.

The issue of resource use not being fully transparent to educators is picked up from 
a different angle in the third chapter of Part 2, Tools for entertainment or learning? 
Exploring students’ and tutors’ domestication of mobile devices by Magdalena Bober 
and Deirdre Hynes. The chapter focuses on the use of mobile devices (smartphones, 
tablets and laptops) across educational and noneducational settings. The authors draw 
on Dohn’s (2014) concept of ‘primary contexts’ and apply a domestication of tech-
nology approach to understand how mobile devices are used (or not) to help learners 
connect between their ‘primary contexts’. Bober and Hynes report a study of staff and 
student approaches to mobile devices which investigated how mobile devices have 
been appropriated by users in their everyday lives, how they have become part of 
daily routines and spatial arrangements and what rules are being negotiated around 
their use. Distinct uses of different devices (in terms of university-related and per-
sonal uses) were identified, but also areas of overlapping use. The study showed that 
students and tutors associate important symbolic meanings with their devices, have 
incorporated them into daily routines and spatial arrangements in new ways and 
attempt to self-regulate use in different situations. The authors compare results from 
staff and student data, finding both similarities and differences. In conclusion, they 
state that mobile devices have the potential to bridge between learners’ different con-
texts and to make learning more integrated with their primary contexts. However, 
realizing this potential, they argue, is far from straightforward because of the variety 
of uses and meanings ascribed to the devices by staff and students alike.

Bober and Hynes contribute with a nuancing of our understanding of the resources 
used by learners across different contexts. In particular, they provide an explication 
of the symbolic barriers that both learners and educators may experience to engaging 
their mobile devices in broadening the scope of education into private spheres. Their 
study is thus a timely sobering of overly optimistic characterizations of the potentials 
of the ‘mobile revolution’ for rendering the ‘networked individualists’ of today 
always accessible, with their homes just ‘bases for networking with the outside 
world’, (Rainie and Wellman 2014, p. 12), and of corresponding hopes from educa-
tors of seamlessly integrating learners’ educational and noneducational contexts.

The last chapter, CmyView: Learning by walking and sharing social values by 
Lucila Carvalho and Cristina Freeman, focuses on the use of mobile devices to foster 
community participation in open, public spaces. The chapter introduces CmyView, a 
mobile phone application and social media platform, which has a design concept 
grounded in both digital heritage and Networked Learning perspectives. With it, 
users make personal trajectories with images and audio recordings as they go for 
walks in the natural or built environment. These trajectories can then be shared with 
others, enabling the collection, documentation and assessment of the social value 
ascribed by participants to the encountered sites. Carvalho and Freeman report their 
research on the use of CmyView within the field of cultural heritage. Their empirical 
study of architecture students’ use of the app supports their claims that CmyView 
has the potential both for supporting community curatorship of place and for facili-
tating informal learning about design and architecture through experiencing the 
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walking trajectory of others. The authors utilize the Activity-Centred Analysis and 
Design framework, developed by Carvalho and Goodyear (2014), for analysing the 
educational design of the app and how it constrained and enabled the activities of the 
students. The core elements of this framework are structures of place (or elements in 
set design), task (or elements in epistemic design) and social organization (or ele-
ments in social design). In conclusion, Carvalho and Freeman argue that the app 
offers a space for democratic heritage education and interpretation.

Carvalho and Freeman contribute with a detail-rich example of a successful use 
of mobile devices to broaden the scope of education into informal, public learning 
spaces, as well as to create informal user-driven learning opportunities and demo-
cratic negotiation of cultural heritage. Their chapter complements the chapter by 
Bober and Hynes (this volume) by illustrating that mobile-mediated activities can be 
experienced as meaningful and engaging by a network of learners when the mobile 
functionality is utilized for establishing and re-walking specific trajectories. The 
example is thus an indication that learners’ potential symbolic barriers to mobile use 
across contexts can sometimes be circumvented in practice. One might speculate 
that the circumvention was due in no small degree to precisely the democratic user 
involvement and participants’ freedom to negotiate meaningful cultural sites.

Between them, the chapters in Part 2 give detailed examples of the challenges 
involved in utilizing technologies to broaden the scope of education beyond demar-
cated physical and institutional educational spaces into the public arena. The chap-
ters illustrate a number of potentials, too, however, as well as provide guidelines and 
design principles for overcoming some of the challenges. Thus, an initial challenge 
may be the symbolic meanings attached by participants to the technologies them-
selves, when they have been ‘domesticated’ to familiar, personal use. This was 
shown by Bober and Hynes (this volume) to be a problem for engaging mobile 
devices across educational and noneducational settings. It may equally apply to 
other technologies, platforms and sites when used in non-familiar ways or contexts. 
Similarly, as the scope of education is broadened into the public arena, in terms of 
participant numbers and/or location of participation, it becomes increasingly hard 
for educators to monitor the resources learners engage with and the ways in which 
they do so. This challenge implicitly follows from Bober and Hynes’ study (this 
volume) and is discussed by Alexander and Fink (this volume), who argue for a 
more tolerant attitude towards ‘lurners’, allowing them to utilize resources for their 
own local purposes even if they do not participate much in course activities. 
Alexander and Fink identify yet another challenge in the form of addressing repres-
sive tolerance in open, multi-cultural course settings such as their MOOC and sug-
gest learning cycles of structured discussion to meet this challenge. The design 
principles developed by Koutropoulos and Koseoglu (this volume) here supply fur-
ther guidance for addressing divergent student and teacher perspectives in MOOCs 
through fostering forms of hybrid teacher-learner presence. Finally, Carvalho and 
Freeman (this volume) show how the public arena can be engaged in user-driven 
ways through mobile technologies. They thus provide further illustration that 
bringing education into the public arena not only poses challenges but holds poten-
tials, too, in particular, as concerns enabling new forms of democratic education.
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�Emerging Issues in the Field of Networked Learning

In the first section of our Conclusion chapter, we have identified and discussed the 
contributions which each of the book’s chapters make, individually and together, to 
the field of Networked Learning. In this second section, we take a look at broader 
issues emerging out of the book’s chapters as significant perspectives and chal-
lenges for future research and practice within Networked Learning. Many of these 
issues were touched upon also in other papers presented at the Networked Learning 
Conference 2016, apart from the ones that form the basis for this book – along with, 
of course, a number of other questions. We draw on these further papers in our 
account too, as well as on other literature, to enable a more elaborate identification 
of key issues for our community, today and in the years to come. The conference 
papers are openly available at http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/
past/nlc2016/index.htm.

�Learning Spaces

As indicated, the Networked Learning Conference 2016 sparked a lot of interest 
and debate in other areas in addition to the ones represented in this book, suggest-
ing further current and emerging trends within the field. One area of interest in 
particular needs to be mentioned here, as it was addressed in both keynotes (and in 
several other papers) and actually plays an important, if largely implicit, role for 
the issues discussed in the chapters presented here, too. This is the focus area of 
diverse dimensions of learning spaces. This area was discussed at the conference 
in relation to different educational settings, such as higher education, and mobile 
or online networked spaces, such as MOOCs, all of which are well-represented in 
this book. Interestingly, the area was also discussed in relation to the fluidity of 
learning in ‘diffused and re-infused [spaces] through open, online information 
sharing and knowledge construction’ (Haythornthwaite 2016). Moreover, it was 
argued that Networked Learning facilitates the production of ‘newly’ produced 
space enabled through the ‘complex choreography of on-campus and off-campus 
practices’ (Bayne 2016). Other selective examples included Bell’s (2016) explora-
tion of ‘heterotopias’, ‘unsettling fragmentary places’ and specifically how learn-
ers need to practice ‘disconnection’ as a digital literacy or capability in order to 
negotiate learning in spaces such as social networking sites (SNS) that are also 
sites for advertising. Koseoglu (2016) brought attention to ‘third spaces’, spaces 
which are ‘neither formal nor informal’ and able to support situated learning. 
These examples and others at the conference point to the current and emergent 
importance of research around the many dimensions of learning spaces that need 
to be explored.

11  Reflections and Challenges in Networked Learning

http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2016/index.htm
http://www.networkedlearningconference.org.uk/past/nlc2016/index.htm


198

�Mobility, New Forms of Openness and Learning in the Public 
Arena

The focus on learning spaces further reflects at least two trends in the Networked 
Learning community and the field of learning and education in general. The first of 
these trends is the growing awareness of the significance of the sociomaterial place 
of learning in determining activities, interactions and learning outcomes (Carvalho 
et  al. 2017). The second trend concerns what might be viewed as the dialectical 
opposite of this focus, i.e. the significance of boundary crossing (Akkerman and 
Bakker 2011; Wenger 1998) for initiating and inspiring new cognitions and prac-
tices. These trends combine also in the first theme which we see emerging from the 
chapters of this book as an area of focus deserving further investigation in the future: 
mobility, new forms of openness and learning in the public arena.
Networked Learning has concerned itself with the theory and practice of establish-
ing connections between people, ideas and resources from the very inception of it as 
a research field (E-Quality Network 2002) (Goodyear et al. 2004). Very often this 
has been done from the (implicitly presumed or explicitly articulated) perspective 
that such connections would empower learners (cf. Parchoma, this volume) both as 
learners within the formal education courses they were taking (Cutajar, this volume, 
McConnell et al. 2012) and as practitioners in whatever life contexts these courses 
were supposed to qualify them for (e.g. Pilkington and Guldberg 2009). In its ori-
gin, however, the space focus for Networked Learning research would primarily be 
that of an online forum, conference or LMS course ‘hosting’ or facilitating the con-
nections between people, resources and ideas (as witnessed in the graphs presented 
in the introductory chapter of this anthology). The empowerment of connections 
was thought to happen within the bounded space of such online settings. This has 
been changing over the last few years. Empowerment through Networked Learning 
is still an important issue – coming to the fore explicitly in this anthology, e.g. in the 
chapters by Parchoma (this volume), Czerniewicz (this volume), Alexander and 
Fink (this volume) and Carvalho and Freeman (this volume) – but it is increasingly 
seen as taking place in the complex interplay between, on the one hand, what goes 
on at the specific sociomaterial sites of hybrid physical-virtual learning activities 
and, on the other hand, learners’ boundary crossing between such sites (Ryberg 
et al. 2016a). In other words, mobility across contexts, as well as increased openness 
towards contexts outside of education, to the point of taking learning into the public 
arena, are all seen as adding new dimensions to Networked Learning. They add new 
dimensions by supplying content otherwise unavailable (e.g. the onsite viewing of 
buildings recommended by other learners through the CmyView app, reported in 
the chapter by Carvalho & Freeman) and by enabling the articulation of learning 
objectives not pursuable solely within the space of an online course (e.g. learning 
academic citizenship, Aaen and Nørgaard 2015). More broadly, they foster connec-
tions and increased interaction between people inside and outside of formal educa-
tion settings (Dalsgaard and Thestrup 2015), thus diminishing the requirement for 
actual formal affiliation and taking instead ‘relevance of contribution’ as the 
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pragmatic criterion for participation. The aim here is to further learning, empower-
ment and a sense of community belonging for both those that participate in the 
formal education and those that do not. In many ways, this was the original idea 
behind MOOCs (McAuley et al. 2010; Mackness et al. 2010), here represented in 
the chapter by Alexander and Fink, though MOOCs, of course, are still confined to 
a limited number of online sites. The opening up of learning contexts – both physi-
cal and virtual – for participation on the basis of relevance of contribution, rather 
than formal affiliation, would be an area for further theoretical, practical and empiri-
cal exploration within Networked Learning, in line with the European policy initia-
tive of opening up education and to move towards learning in an open, public arena. 
The significant challenges which this move implies for higher education policy and 
pedagogical design should, however, not be overlooked (Jansen 2015). Among 
these challenges are the difference between participants and social justice, which 
are discussed in the next two subsections, respectively, as well as the potential sym-
bolic barriers involved for participants in transgressing familiar contexts of learning 
and usages of technology (cf. Bober & Hynes, this volume).

�Differences Between Participants and in Participant 
Experiences: Implications for the Practice of Online Educators

A further theme well-represented in the conference and in the selected papers for 
this edited book is understanding the learners’ and tutors’ experiences of networked 
learning. This theme is recurrent, rather than emerging, within Networked Learning 
research, a well-established and overarching theme since the 2002 manifesto 
(E-quality Network 2002). And rightly so, research that focuses on the practice of 
Networked Learning is of perpetual interest, providing valuable insight and, as tech-
nologies and practices develop, enabling us to examine the implications for the 
changing role of the tutor, assess the gap between theory and pedagogical practice 
and suggest strategies for tutors and designers to use to support learning communi-
ties. Jones’ argument (this volume) for the need to retain a focus on human agents 
and their first-person perspective even within contemporary sociomaterial accounts 
of Networked Learning reflects and underpins this theme theoretically.

At the 2016 conference, a central focus within this theme was differences, both 
differences between participants and differences in participant experiences. 
Concerning the former, Söderback et al. (2016) discuss a study of the experiences 
of learners involved in Networked Learning, reporting that some groups of learners 
experience problems with collaboration while working in small groups due to ‘large 
differences in motivation, commitment, prior knowledge and different working 
schedules’ (p. 401). In addition to reminding educators of the differences between 
learners, this type of research into pedagogical practice emphasizes the need for an 
improved understanding of how to support and encourage collaboration in small 
group work. Hanif and Hammond (2016) examine the (differing) experiences of 
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learners in online communities looking at how and why they help others within their 
online community. Results suggest that helpers are aware of the need to sustain the 
community and to engage in both receiving and giving help. The paper highlights 
strategies used for giving help and explains the circumstances surrounding when 
help is more likely to be given. Finally, it emphasizes that helpfulness needs to be 
grown and nurtured within an online community. While the implications of the find-
ings are not straightforward, it is clearly an issue of which educators should be made 
aware. Cutajar’s chapter (this volume), as discussed above, similarly explores learn-
ers’ differing perceptions of ‘others’ within their networked learning environment 
and the corresponding differences in their expectations towards tutor and co-
learners. This leads her to recommend that the difference be recognized and to sug-
gest strategies for supporting different student approaches within Networked 
Learning pedagogical practice. These three examples serve to highlight the differ-
ences that can exist between learners, expand our understanding of that difference 
and remind educators and designers of the need to take these differences into 
account in their practice. While research like this, that focuses on the detail of peda-
gogical practice, may not always provide enough evidence to suggest a change to 
practice, it can provide food for critical reflection by raising awareness of these 
issues and in some cases may conclude with principles that can inform the profes-
sional development of online tutors.

Within MOOCs and other open arenas (cf. above and the chapters in Part 2), the 
difference in participants is likely to be much greater than in a closed higher educa-
tion setting where entry requirements exist. This difference within the learner popu-
lation is both a strength and a challenge for educators and designers. The rich 
experiences of a diverse learner group can provide added value to networked learn-
ing when participants share their unique experiences; difference can be seen as an 
opportunity for learning rather than a challenge (Reynolds et al. 2004). However, 
the varied past experiences of learning online and differing perceptions of Networked 
Learning may inhibit and affect ability to access and participate in learning. As 
indicated, the design of MOOCs to accommodate and benefit from differences 
between participants is a focal point of the chapters by Koutropoulos and Koseoglu 
(this volume) and Alexander and Fink (this volume), as well as of further papers in 
the conference, for example, Czerniewicz et al. (2016) who study the practices and 
perceptions of educators as they create a MOOC, in particular examining the educa-
tors’ understanding of ‘openness’. This supplements the discussion by Koutropoulos 
and Koseoglu (this volume) of learning design principles for MOOCs that support 
the relationship between teacher and learner based on a characterization of modes 
of teacher and learner presence. As for the participatory seminar approach of 
Alexander and Fink (this volume), their framework of learning circles to structure 
collaborative discussion amongst participants has been designed explicitly to build 
positively on differences between participants. This approach is innovative and at 
the forefront of social justice and democratic participation within the MOOC struc-
ture, in contrast to many MOOCs that are based on more instructivist pedagogies.

However, it is also clear from the chapters and papers discussed in this section 
that reconfiguring the relations between learners and teachers is not an easy, 
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unproblematic enterprise. Rather, it is a process involving the renegotiation of 
expectations and identities of both teachers and learners. This, along with the more 
specific issue of learners’ different perceptions of the usefulness of collaboration 
(Cutajar, this volume), points us to Hodgson and Reynolds (2005) and Ozturk and 
Hodgson (2017) critique of notions of community and its potential association with 
consensus and pressure to conform. As both texts stress, it is important that we 
maintain the value of ‘difference’. ‘[T]raditional views of democratic communities 
are often tainted by unrealistic assumptions about consensus and relationships’ 
Ozturk and Hodgson (2017, p. 24). The theme of understanding the learners’ and 
tutors’ experiences in networked learning therefore, finally, also contributes to 
wider discussion of the gap between learning theory and pedagogical practice. 
We return to this below.

�Social Justice

The theme of ‘social justice’, forefronted in the MOOC design of Alexander and 
Fink (this volume, cf. above), and present in other contributions within the book and 
the conference, represents an emergent focus area within the general emphasis on 
design for democracy and empowerment often found within Networked Learning 
research. Returning to the writings of John Rawls (Rawls and Kelly 2001), an influ-
ential political theorist of the last century, he recommends that two principles con-
cerning social justice should be kept in mind.

•	 Each person has the same indefeasible claim to a fully adequate scheme of equal 
basic liberties, which scheme is compatible with the same scheme of liberties 
for all.

•	 Social and economic inequalities are to satisfy two conditions: first, they are to 
be attached to offices and positions open to all under conditions of fair equality 
of opportunity; and second, they are to be to the greatest benefit of the least 
advantaged members of society (Rawls and Kelly 2001, pp. 42–3).

Yet as Hytten and Bettez (2011) have noted, social justice within education is 
often poorly defined and demonstrates ‘confusion and conceptual looseness’. This 
is not surprising given that as McArthur states, social justice is complex without 
‘easy or simple definitions’. In her book, Rethinking Knowledge within Higher 
Education (2013), she adopts four key aspects to underpin an understanding of 
social justice: ‘that it is multifaceted and which defies easy or simple definitions, a 
belief in the dual importance of process and outcomes to social justice; an emphasis 
on social justice grounded in the relationships between people, and achieved through 
those relationships; and finally, an imperfect understanding of social justice, such 
that our goal is to aspire to more justice and less injustice rather than some perfect 
state of “social justice”’ (McArthur 2013, p. 24).

These ideas align with the arguments at the 2016 conference and within this 
book that issues of social justice should be emphasized more in relation to education 
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generally and within Networked Learning specifically. As discussed, Czerniewicz’s 
chapter (this volume) made a robust argument that a more critical and political 
stance needs to be taken in order to challenge the emerging and predominant global 
market-led model of online higher education and in particular to better promote and 
support equality and fairness. Other presentations at the conference focused on 
other aspects of social justice, through articulating roles of Networked Learning in 
relation to disabilities such as autism or Asperger’s syndrome (Davis 2016), reha-
bilitation of people with a brain injury (Konnerup et al. 2016) collective well-being 
(Beetham et al. 2016), digital capabilities and how work and people are valued in 
employability (Beetham 2016), happiness (Zander et al. 2016), inclusive education 
(Tarek 2016), intercultural competence (Duin 2016), multiculturalism (Raistrick 
2016) and social capital in online environments (Brett et al. 2016; Jordan 2016). The 
general tendency, however, is for social justice aspects of educational research to 
remain in the background without being made fully explicit, examined and under-
stood. We need to consider, therefore, how bringing a more discernible social justice 
lens to other areas within Networked Learning research might act to achieve greater 
social justice more generally. Could examining Networked Learning through a 
more nuanced, granular account of how social justice issues play out in interactions 
in Networked Learning environments, for example, offer new insights and enable 
Networked Learning to achieve greater ‘equality of opportunity’ (Rawls and Kelly 
2001)? Given the potentially transformative benefits of such approaches, it would 
seem to be worth focusing research more explicitly on issues and theories of social 
justice in order to understand and seek to promote greater social justice in net-
worked learning environments.

�Critical Look at the Criticality of Networked Learning

In the wider Networked Learning literature and in the books in the ‘Networked 
Learning Research’ series, a recurrent theme is critical pedagogy and the promotion 
of a critical stance towards technology and learning (Dirckinck-Holmfeld et  al. 
2012; Hodgson et  al. 2014a; Jandric and Boras 2015; Jones 2015; Ryberg et  al. 
2016). These positions are often highlighted as emblematic of the Networked 
Learning community and were therefore, unsurprisingly, also present at the 2016 
conference and are likewise represented in the chapters of the present book. For 
example, the practices of critical pedagogy are particularly well exemplified in 
Alexander and Fink’s chapter (this volume) in their design of the inclusive intercul-
tural online participatory seminar (cf. above). In general, courses rooted in critical 
pedagogies often seek to establish other relations between learners and teachers, 
such as more participatory, inclusive relations aimed at co-production of knowledge 
and mutual exploration of resources in smaller self-organized learning networks 
and groups, illustrated here in the chapters by Alexander and Fink (this volume), 
Koutropoulos and Koseoglu (this volume) and Cutajar (this volume).
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As has been reiterated in different writings on Networked Learning, and in this 
volume by Parchoma, Networked Learning is not underpinned by one particular 
theory of learning or pedagogy, but rather embraces a number of theoretical per-
spectives (Jones et al. 2015). But more often than not, these are in line with what we 
could broadly call constructivist, collaborative or critical perspectives. It was there-
fore particularly interesting and challenging to read Lee’s call to turn the critical 
gaze of Networked Learning onto some of the assumptions underlying the field 
itself (Lee, this volume). As discussed, Lee argued that calls for constructivist or 
collaborative learning are often couched as hegemonic discourses that position 
some forms of distance education as ‘old’, ‘traditional’ and as grounded in behav-
iourist or cognitivist theories, in contrast to what is promoted as progressive ideas 
of education. This led her to identify a clear gap between (idealizing) pedagogical 
theory and the ‘mundane pedagogical practices’ of actual online higher education, 
including networked learning. Following Lee’s suggestion of turning the critical 
gaze upon Networked Learning’s own presuppositions, we agree, firstly, that the 
alleged gap does seem to exist, as also emphasized by, for example, Selwyn (2014) 
and Jones (2015), cf. also Bober & Hynes (this volume). Secondly, recalling the 
graphs in Chap. 1 and the prominence of, e.g. ‘constructivism’, in the field of 
Networked Learning, it does seem important not to fall prey to simplified ‘old’ vs 
‘new’ conceptualizations of designs for learning. As argued by Lee, there are his-
torical reasons for particular ways of designing for distance education, for example, 
to cater to learners who might not otherwise have access but also learners that might 
find it difficult to learn in sync with other learners and prefer a more personalized 
pace in a course. Such challenges with multiple learners with varying conceptions 
and preferences are, as noted, magnified considerably by the surge of interest in 
MOOCs.

A further point for critical self-reflection for Networked Learning follows from 
Czerniewicz’s (this volume) argument that the trend of global marketization of 
online education witnessed, e.g. in relation to MOOCs, may potentially lead to new 
kinds of inequality: Online higher education, and networked learning with it, runs 
the risk of becoming an even further global North-driven capitalization of new and 
emerging markets for education – even if well-meant.

The fast-changing landscape of higher education provision therefore warrants 
further debate within the Networked Learning community in terms of how we can 
work for democratized and equal access for education, and not only for students but 
equally how we ensure a wider global participation of researchers in the develop-
ment of the global online learning landscape. It poses questions of how we maintain 
the underpinning values of Networked Learning in a globalized online learning 
landscape of much richer and varied participation where students enter with different 
experiences of and expectations for learning. In this endeavour we need to maintain 
the critical and reflexive roots and also turn this critical gaze onto Networked 
Learning itself and ask whether certain ideas, principles, designs, expectations or 
assumptions about students might be alienating or exclusive and whether such 
understanding might be so deeply rooted within Networked Learning that they can 
be difficult to see for us.
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�Different Understandings of Networked Learning

Across and behind the different themes identified as recurrent, contemporary or 
emerging within the field of Networked Learning, we also see new ways of under-
standing the field itself emerging. More specifically, we see a development of differ-
ent understandings of:

	A.	 What ‘network’ is a network of
	B.	 How the network is viewed as supportive of learning
	C.	 What it means for learning to be ‘networked’

The often-cited early definition by Goodyear et al. (2004) states that networked 
learning is ‘…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 (p. 1)’.

Here, the term ‘network’ refers both to the ICT infrastructure and to the social 
structure of relationships between people (issue A). This original ambiguity under-
lined the significance of both technology and people – and not least of their inter-
play – for providing access to resources and to ways of interpreting the ideas present 
in them (issue B). Learning was understood as networked in precisely this double 
sense of coming into being through the ICT-mediated connection with other people 
and their views (issue C).

This early definition lends itself very well to research within higher education or 
continuing professional development programs where students interact with each 
other, their tutors and their learning resources in designated online spaces. This was 
and still is one very important understanding of Networked Learning, represented in 
this book, e.g. by the chapters by Cutajar and by Jones. But other understandings 
have emerged, reflecting some of the changes already mentioned in this Conclusion 
chapter, i.e. the opening up of the spaces of learning, the increasing mobility of tech-
nology and people, the interplay of formal and informal education and the diversity 
of people involved in learning activities across the formal-informal boundary. The 
initial focus on connections between people remains an underlying tenet, though with 
some differences in the role played by other people, along with a basic socioculturally 
inspired view of what learning is. The following understandings can be identified.

The ‘network’ is a network of people (issue A). This view is represented in De 
Laat (2012) who states that networked learning ‘aims to understand social learning 
processes by asking how people develop and maintain a ‘web’ of social relations 
used for their learning and development’ (p. 26). It is also present in the emphasis 
which Carvalho and Goodyear (2014) place on learning networks in their character-
ization of Networked Learning (cf. also Carvalho and Freeman, this volume). On 
this understanding, and in contrast to the early definition by Goodyear et al., ‘net-
worked learning’ does not necessarily involve ICT, though in specific cases it may 
of course make use of technology. What makes learning ‘networked’ is the connec-
tion to and engagement with other people across different social positions inside 
and outside of a given institution (issue C). The network is supportive of a person’s 
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learning through the access it provides to other people’s ideas and ways of partici-
pating in practice as well as of course through the opportunity to discuss these ideas 
and ways of participating and to potentially develop nuanced, common perspectives 
(issue B). This understanding of ‘network’ is particularly relevant for research into 
professional development in or involving workplace practice as well as for educa-
tional programs/courses designed to breach the formal educational learning space 
by drawing substantially on learners’ connections to people outside of the program/
course. Examples of the former are found in De Laat (2012). An example which 
combines both the former and the latter is reported in Van den Beemt and Vrieling 
(2016). Here, networked learning groups of student teachers, in-service teachers 
and teacher training educators worked together to improve language learning and 
teaching in the classrooms of the in-service teachers. For the student teachers, par-
ticipation was part of their teacher training program; for the in-service teachers, it 
served as a practice-based professional development project.

The ‘network’ is a network of situations or contexts (issue A). This view is indi-
cated in the addition to the early definition by Goodyear et al. suggested by Dohn 
(2014) in an earlier book in this Networked Learning series. Dohn emphasized the 
connections ‘between the diverse contexts in which the learners participate’ (Dohn 
2014, p.  30) as significant for understanding learning beyond designated online 
learning spaces and, indeed, within them as well. In the cited chapter, Dohn follows 
Goodyear et al. in positing ICT as the mediator of such connections between the 
learners’ contexts. However, given the focus of her arguments, the ICT mediation 
does not actually seem necessary. Her arguments centre on the way tacit, practical 
knowledge from one context can be drawn upon in new learning situations to pro-
vide propositional knowledge presented in the latter with depth of understanding by 
letting it resonate with tacit semantic content from the former. This is the sense in 
which the network, understood as a network of situations, supports learning: by 
offering tacit knowledge, perspectives and ways of acting from known situations for 
resituated use in new ones (issue B). ‘Networked learning’ on this understanding is 
the learning arising from the connections drawn between situations and from the 
resituated use in new situations of knowledge, perspectives and ways of acting from 
known ones (issue C). Utilizing ICT is one approach to supporting this process, but 
it might be supported by other means such as physical artefacts or artistic stimula-
tion of senses and feelings. Connections may also be drawn spontaneously by the 
learners themselves. In the present book, this understanding of Networked Learning 
is represented in the chapter by Bober and Hynes (this volume), who discuss how 
mobile devices link (or not) the spheres of education and home environment.

The ‘network’ is one of ICT infrastructure, enabling connections across space 
and time (issue A). Given this minimal statement, there would not seem to be much 
to differentiate the approach of Networked Learning from other perspectives on 
the ICT mediation of learning. The support for learning provided by the network is 
one of infrastructure, i.e. the ease of saving, transporting and retrieving content 
for future use (issue B). Learning, it would seem, will be ‘networked’ whenever it 
is ICT-mediated, by that very fact (issue C), perhaps with the proviso that the 
situations of learning should indeed be separated in space and/or time so that the 
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infrastructure (the ‘network’) is actually brought into play. This proviso would dif-
ferentiate the field of networked learning somewhat from the field of computer-
supported collaborative learning (CSCL), where many studies concern ICT-
facilitated group work between physically co-located students. At its most basic, 
this is the understanding of ‘network’ present in the chapters by, e.g. Czerniewicz 
and Lee, in this book. It is also, at heart, the understanding of network underlying 
research focusing on establishing mobile and boundary-crossing connections 
between places of learning (cf. above). However, as emphasized in the chapters by 
Czerniewicz and Lee, and as also pointed out several times in this section on emerg-
ing themes, the research field of Networked Learning is characterized, not only by 
focusing on ‘networks’ but also by taking a certain approach to learning, focusing 
critically on aspects of democratization and empowerment. That is, studies adopting 
this understanding of ‘networks’ as ICT infrastructure will only belong to the cate-
gory of Networked Learning if they address questions such as inequality, democ-
racy, inclusiveness, empowerment or similar social justice issues.

The ‘network’ is one of the actants, consisting of both human and non-human 
agents in symmetrical relationship to each other (issue A). This is the view of actor-
network theory (ANT) (Latour 1993, 1997) which has been quite popular within the 
Networked Learning community, as witnessed in the graph of theoretical perspec-
tives presented in the Introduction chapter (cf. also Fenwick and Edwards 2010; Fox 
2002, 2005). It is a systemic approach to learning, where individual learners’ inter-
action and learning may be analysed as a result of sociomaterial entanglement with 
objects and other people, as in Wright and Parchoma (2014), cf. also Jones (this 
volume). Alternatively, the system itself may be analysed, for instance, to critique 
simple notions of community and to point at the implicit standardization of learning 
in an educational world aligning itself to American-English language and culture 
(Fox 2005). The network supports learning in the sense that any learning is in fact 
the result of concrete sociomaterial entanglement of physical, virtual and human 
actants (issue B). And because such sociomaterial entanglement is the reality of any 
learning situations on this understanding, all learning is actually networked learning 
(issue C).

Similar to the way Parchoma’s chapter helps us to understand subtle differences 
in the theoretical underpinnings of Networked Learning, the approaches presented 
in this section enable us to grasp variations in understandings of ideas of ‘networks’ 
in Networked Learning. While some would argue that ICT mediation is a necessary 
component in Networked Learning, others emphasize that a network can be under-
stood as a relation between learners even when these relations are not mediated by 
technology. Clarifying different approaches helps readers pinpoint the precise 
claims made by a given text as well as discern actual agreements or divergences 
between texts which may underlie immediate appearances. Moreover, in terms of 
future studies, the characterization provided of Networked Learning approaches 
will support researchers in identifying and demarcating the types of network and 
Networked Learning that they focus on, thereby aiding their adequate conceptual-
ization of issues to investigate.
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�Learning Analytics

Finally, we wish to point to a theme which is rapidly emerging and is starting to 
become widely adopted by higher education institutes in one way or another but, as 
yet, has had relatively little exposure within the Networked Learning community: 
learning analytics. Browsing research from higher education institutes on this topic 
shows that it is rather technology-centred; however within the learning analytics 
community, there is a strong debate on putting more emphasis on pedagogies and 
building an evidence base for learning analytics to fulfil its potential. Tsai and 
Gasevic (2017) thus identify some of the key challenges of learning analytics as 
shortage of pedagogy-based approaches, limited evidence base to validate impact 
of learning analytics and insufficient training opportunities for end users to make 
effective use of learning analytics. This is not surprising in a new domain of 
research where various stakeholders and disciplines are still trying to come together 
and develop a shared language. A further focus is the area of policy and ethics 
where ethics, privacy and data protection are in general taken very seriously by all 
countries, though the approach and implementation varies and great cultural differ-
ences exist (Hoel et al. 2017). However, Hoel et al. (2017) conclude that even in 
cultures that give more value to organizational interests, as opposed to an individ-
ual focus, learning analytics system designers realize that without the confidence 
and trust of end users, new tools will be repurposed or circumvented if the end user 
only sees them as part of a surveillance apparatus. The big brother suggestion is 
still easily made by critics of learning analytics, and unless the domain is able to 
develop shared ethical standards (Hoel et al. 2017), clearly articulated information 
policies (Haythornthwaite 2017) and student engagement (Arnold and Sclater 
2017) around use of data as well as evidence of learning analytics in improving the 
practice of learning (Ferguson and Clow 2017), the field may continue to suffer 
from this critique.

Given the significance of these issues, it is surprising to note that learning analyt-
ics in general has not been widely adopted as a research theme in the area of 
Networked Learning. This was already evident in Fig. 1.2 in the Introduction chap-
ter, but it remains an interesting question why this is the case. Perhaps it is due to 
the strong interest in teaching and learning pedagogy in Networked Learning and its 
association with practice-based research, often at the expense of recognizing 
technology-driven innovation and its potential to drive the research agenda. Another 
reason can be the emphasis within Networked Learning on social learning, 
participation-based perspectives, criticality and the exploration of sociomaterial 
relationships that co-create learning environments. Although there is some interest 
within learning analytics in what is termed social learning analytics (Shum and 
Ferguson 2012), most of the attention goes to data analysis and mining in order to 
understand (and even predict) learning behaviour from a more individual perspec-
tive. One example is the design of visualization dashboards aimed at giving teachers 
better access to information about what is happening in their courses, to understand 
student attention and retention and to identify at-risk students early. Perhaps due to 
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a more technology-driven agenda, this approach tends to facilitate the management 
of learning more than improving learning practices. Several papers at the Networked 
Learning Conference 2016 attempted to align with what is happening in the learn-
ing analytics domain, discussing ethical issues related to data protection and privacy 
as well as research methods for analysing data and providing feedback to teachers 
and learners (Bayne and Ross 2016; Perrotta 2016; Savin-Baden and Tombs 2016; 
Sclater and Lally 2016; Zander et al. 2016). It is, however, an area where much work 
still needs to be done and where there is great need for the critical perspectives 
associated with Networked Learning approaches.

�Concluding Remarks

The purpose of this chapter has been to reflect on how the book’s chapters combine 
to characterize the field of Networked Learning today and how they draw out sig-
nificant perspectives and challenges for future research and practice. We have 
pointed out that the chapters in Part 1 situate Networked Learning within the gen-
eral education research landscape as a field with a strong interest in theory develop-
ment and critical assessment of (one’s own and others’) presuppositions and some 
preference for sociomaterial approaches to human agency and cognition. In the con-
text of this general positioning of Networked Learning, the chapters in Part 2 offer 
different perspectives on a more specific common theme, namely, the current ten-
dency to broaden the scope of education into the public arena. In the second section 
of the Conclusion, we have then identified a set of themes whose significance is 
emerging: learning spaces, mobility, new forms of openness and learning in the 
public arena, differences between participants and in participants’ experiences, 
social justice, critical look at the criticality of Networked Learning, different under-
standings of Networked Learning and learning analytics.

Looking to the next conference in the Networked Learning Conference series, 
taking place in Zagreb in May 2018, we see several of these themes suggested or 
explicitly stated in the Call for Papers (cf. http://www.networkedlearningconfer-
ence.org.uk/call/themes.htm). Critical pedagogy and networked learning praxis is 
thus a focus area, as are Networked learning in the public arena, learning on the 
move and learning at scale and across boundaries. Learning analytics and big data 
are specifically mentioned as examples of methodological approaches to be investi-
gated. This speaks again to the prevalence of these themes within the Networked 
Learning community today. It also gives reason for optimism regarding the develop-
ment of nuanced empirical and theoretical perspectives on them in the nearest 
future. Assuming that the themes will indeed be taken up in papers submitted for the 
conference, its proceedings and the following book of selected papers in this 
Networked Learning series may well be the future places to search for answers to 
the questions raised in this chapter.

N. Bonderup Dohn et al.
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