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Abstract

Personal learning environments have been thought of since the 1970’s, but are only recently becoming a primary area of interest in education.   I will refer to a personal learning environment as a PLE throughout the context of this paper.  PLE itself is fairly new jargon and the personal learning environment concept is composed of one or more subsystems.  For the context of this paper the term personal learning environment will be referenced as an idea of how learners approach their own learning.  
First Look

A PLE, or personal learning environment, is widely defined as systems, applications, and/or web-based services that help a learner control and manager their own learning.  This allows the learner to set their own learning goals, manager their learning in content acquired and the process by which it is acquired, and communicating with others in the learning process.  [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/history_of_personal_learning_environments] 

The personal learning environment includes concepts of utilizing social networks and peer-to-peer to connect resources in a personally managed environment.  A PLE offers an enhanced approach to e-learning.  [http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/history_of_personal_learning_environments] 


A PLE is learner-centric, however, often does cross trend into educational environments.  For example, my own personal learning environment includes several elements relating to my educational classes and functions; such as, wiki and blog forums.  Often a PLE will focus on online resources, but the term certainly encompasses any resource a learner may use to answer questions, provide feedback, and illustrate development.   [www.educause.edu/eli]  

The personal learning environment looks at using technologies for learning.  This invokes discussion on how teachers and institutions approach learners developing and controlling their own on-line learning environment.  [www.elearningpapers.eu] Centralizing from an educational learning design standpoint, I will focus on how personal learning environments affect the learner and methods of delivery in material.  
Learning Initiative 


Personal learning environments are being developed in a variety of applications not only in the United States, but globally in educational-centric contexts.  For example, The University of Bolton, in the United Kingdom, has developed what they call the PLEX application which provides learners with easy access to networks of people and resources.  The University of Mary Washington, in Virginia, provides a custom WordPress multiuser publishing source which allows learners and faculty to present their work, share ideas, and cultivate content together.   [www.educause.edu/eli]  Similar developments have been made at other colleges as well.  These educational-centric applications and custom delivery allow learners to build and tailor their personal learning environment to fit their needs and adapt as the learner matures through each class.  

Learning is continuous or ‘lifelong’ in our journey.  Even if learning is only viewed as taking place in sporadic moments, it consistently takes place throughout our life, educational or otherwise.  A personal learning environment is the continuation of this in one’s own learning and how information is sought to support such learning.  This includes the learner’s role in organizing their personal learning environment because learning takes place in different ways and situations.  Informal learning may also be an element of an individual’s PLE.  The Institute for Research on Learning indicates that only 20 percent of how people learn a job comes from formal training.  Most people learn from trial and error, observation, and feedback.  Personal learning environments can foster the potential of including informal learning and help to facilitate different styles of learning.    [www.elearningpapers.eu] As content is created, problems discussed, and ideas formulated learners can combine this feedback to be part of their PLE as they integrate other resources.  A personal learning environment invokes putting the learner in charge of their own learning process, which often may challenge a learner to reflect on the tools and resources that best help them learn.  The learner is able to organize their tools and learning environment the way they specifically desire.  This is significant in giving the learner the power in deciding the way with which they choose how their information is obtained, delivered, and discovered.  

We all learn and approach learning differently.  Therefore, personal learning environments vary by learner.  This affects learners more than ever before because they have many more choices to evolve their PLE and find educational support in doing such.  

The web represents an endless fountain of information at learner’s fingertips, which allows learners to continuously discover new uses for technologies in their PLE.  For example, Skype in instant messaging, to FTP file sharing and social networking such as Twitter learners have seemingly endless technological choices in building their personal learning environment.  [www.elearningpapers.eu]

The way we learn is changing and new generations are becoming ‘net’ generations.  Learners are drawn to the communication abilities, being able to immediately create and share ideas with the world.  Many educational forums are starting to embrace, and foster learners’ personal learning environments.  Personal learning environments have the promise to unite our different generations and correlate life learning to educational learning.  [www.elearningpapers.eu]

Social resources are growing as a tool in educational settings.  Learner’s can collaborate with others locally or around the world to share ideas and provide feedback to one another.  For example, blogs and wikis allow learner’s to share a medley of their knowledge and personal experiences.  Although a PLE charges the learner with more personal responsibility, it also affords the learner with more independence.  


Personal learning environments are also able to be correlated with Siemens theory on connectivism.  As the learner develops their PLE, connections are likely to be made in the tools and resources they choose.  For example, I use bookmarking as a tool in my learning environment, and connect that with resources and sites that I want to have quick access too.  A personal learning environment can also provide various other connections such as connecting technology with information.  The personal learning environment provides a platform for the learner to know where to find the information they seek.  There-in the learner is connecting these patterns to their PLE.  


As Siemens describes learning can occur “outside” self.  It is important that learners be able to distinguish important from unimportant information.  This can easily be accomplished in a learner’s personal learning environment because the PLE is tailored to the learner’s desired goals, needs, etc.    The learner is recognizing the information which fosters connections.   [Siemens, George]

Siemens indicates how organization to learning is essential.  Personal learning environments provide such organization in the learner organizing tools, resources, links, and information into a format they desire and can follow.  For instance, I use folders, and subfolders to organize files of information and give them specific names.  
 [Siemens, George]

In Knowing Knowledge, by George Siemens, he also examines types of learning, and how it connects to our internal network.  Learning is on-going and complex; we make special connections that we may not always be certain about.   Knowing where to find the information and identifying relevance is an important element of learning.  As such, the same is true in a learner’s PLE.  The PLE would be comprised of resources and tools where the learning has chosen to find the information, and assessed the relevance of said information.   When a learner is developing their PLE it is important for them to choose tools, resources, and technology which support’s their learning.  Because the learner has control over their PLE this is usually accomplished practically.  [Siemens, George] 
Implications

Educators are faced with the challenge of recognizing a personal learning environment, deciphering the best approach to foster and enhance, and the process of awareness and guiding the learner.  In academia, simply making a reference to a source may not be enough as the data may change or can easily disappear.  Because a PLE is continuously evolving this requires learners to engage on their own volition in organizing and growing their learning environment.  [www.educause.edu/eli]  

Educators’ guidance and awareness in development must allow for time to mature.   Educator’s will also need to remember that every learner is different, and may not be at the same level of cognition and/or personal responsibility in developing their own personal learning environment.  This includes educator’s increasing learner awareness to be able to recognize authority with resources.  Personal learning environments are not applications, but approaches to integrating technology with one’s own learning.   [www.educause.edu/eli]  

Implications relative to learning design are similar to the aforementioned as educators.  From a learning design standpoint in designing curriculum and experiences, facilitating learner development of personal learning environments could be a valuable lesson.  This could be built into a curriculum by:

· Nurturing creativity, and exploration

· Wiki’s

· Blogs

· Guiding new technology sources

· Examples of organization/layouts

· Discussion/feedback—e-mail, face-to-face, skype, etc.

· Illustration

· Invoking personal practice
As learning designers it will be important to not only remember the learners

varying cognition, but also the learner’s personal experiences, connections and how those may be continually fostered in PLE development. 
Final Thought

In today’s technological age, demonstrating skills that support fast and accurate access to information and assessing said information holds potentially great value.  Teaching, possibly more so in college environments, is transitioning to more of an integration of data into knowledge versus data reception.  The learner’s goal is altering from a need to collect information to a need to make connections from it; for the learner to be able to acquire it and collaborate in its use.  [www.educause.edu/eli]  
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What does your personal learning environment consist of?

Personal learning environments provide learners with their own creative canvas under their own control to develop and share their ideas.  In doing so, this allows learners to bring together sources and contexts for learning.  The learner is able to actively consider and reflect upon tools and resources that enhance their learning.  Learners are able to develop judgments and skills necessary for using new technologies in our ever changing world.  
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