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Theme 3 by 3 October has generated some excellent debate around innovative technologies and their impact on learners, learning and pedagogy. 

What started with a call for ideas on what promotes or inhibits mobile and wireless learning led delegates joining Session 2 through a fascinating journey through iPods and ‘podogagy’, to the differences between podcasting and taping, then on to the different ways in which webcasting had impacted on learners, and subsequently to the importance of the social context and institutional factors in learning.

John Traxler reflected on the fact that there are often only subtle differences in the technologies themselves, there are ’larger differences in the infrastructures that support them and massive differences in attitude, ownership and use in the wider world may make a substantial difference to the type of learning we can offer, and who we can offer it to.’ ‘Podagogy’ (John’s term for the use of iPods in performing arts courses at Wolverhampton University, engaged people in some discussion as to what this term should refer to and it was agreed that it shouldn't be tied to a particular technology or to a particular brand. The differences between podcasting and ‘old-fashioned’ taping of learning materials ,such as lectures, was a further development of this topic.  

A new key point then emerged – that what really mattered was not just the capabilities of a technology, but the social meanings that are derived from its use, which would also be affected by how ubiquitous or accessible it was. (Helen Beetham). Consideration of quality issues gave rise to the potential of learners becoming ‘co-producers of learning materials', which Agnes Kukulska Hulme suggested would lead to learners increasingly becoming ‘arbiters of quality’ as the culture and practice of sharing resources created by learners becomes more widespread. 

Learning was looking like a very different concept by the time Paul Maharg introduced the experiences of learners and practitioners using webcasting in the Law School at the University of Strathclyde! His observation that learners find their ‘own unique accommodations’ between traditional and innovative technologies led to clarification of what are arguably the two salient points in this debate by Sara de Freitas: that social context needs to be factored into how learning is designed, and that there continues to be a need for effective ways of supporting of the process of metacognition – ‘the role of the tutor/s in supporting that process still remains firmly at the heart of enriching and personalizing the learning experience.’

Two threads dominated the discussion in Session 3 on how innovative technologies are influencing the design of physical learning spaces in the post-16 sector. These were ‘Social and other learning spaces’ and ‘Culture shifting’. The first looked at how the use of mobile technologies can generate learning spaces of their own, and the second at how practitioners need to grow in confidence in using new technologies and how institutions need to grow and adapt technologically and physically now that so many students come into HE with their own mobile computer– do we still need IT ‘malls’ and if not, how is the freed up space to be used?

The debates continues... Join us for another day’s views and comment!
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A vibrant area for discussion, the e-Learning and Innovation theme has been buzzing with ideas and comment since the day the meeting opened. My thanks to all who have participated so far, and if you are joining for the first time on Wednesday or Friday (the next priority day for this theme), feel free to take the discussion into new areas, or take up points made earlier.

Session 1 got underway on Tuesday with some immediate feedback from the field on the recently released ‘Innovative Practice with e-Learning’ guide to embedding mobile and wireless technologies. There was rich evidence from both FE and HE institutions that the case studies had inspired managers and staff developers with its down-to-earth and cost-effective examples of innovation. Is anyone else planning to make use of the guide in their institution? Post your messages under Theme 1 where Sarah Knight’s presentation and the links to the guide in PDF are provided alongside two of the video case studies from the guide.

Session 2 on the Landscape Study had a slightly quieter day on Tuesday after a rush of activity on Friday 30 September and Monday 3 October. Debate continued on a theme of quality issue NOW institutional aspects (if you are not sure what that cryptic title means, follow the thread!) with John Traxler’s point that ‘in the case of mobile learning we need to ask how its specific characteristics (ownership and attitudes to devices, spontaneity of use, proliferation and transience of platforms and systems etc etc) modify the institutional and infrastructural provision we need to make.’ For ACL (and although not stated, no doubt for FE as well), Eta De Cicco was concerned that institutional and human issues (not to mention the all important funding issues) are phenomenal barriers within the sector. Chris Pegler (Open University) felt that mobile technologies have a role in adult education, albeit on the fringe of the main activity.

What are your views?

Session 3 started with a call for what makes a technologically rich learning space. This was most effectively answered by Stephen Clarke and the debate then returned to the main theme of the session – culture shifting.

Sara de Freitas posed a new thought – that extending experience of learning into virtual spaces of learning is ‘challenging and re-organising the relationship between virtual and real learning experiences’ and suggested that there is a window now when we can be experimental with how that relationship is promoted and embedded.

An excellent day’s debate.
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There was a practical flavour to the contributions made under this theme. The evident interest in how learners learn was channelled into reflections based more often than not on a conviction that organisations, practitioners and managers could find ways of increasing the potential for learners to learn, for example, by the dissemination of effective practice case studies, or by exploring the value in innovative technologies and their impact on institutional practice, or by considering the ways in which physical learning space design could facilitate achievement. In this theme the concept of learning was linked to issues of implementation and support.

S1: Innovative Practice with e-Learning – a guided tour

This session introduced the new JISC guide to mobile and wireless learning and came together with a number of resources from the CD-ROM. Contributors stressed the value of mobile devices that were inexpensive and portable, especially in widening access to e-learning, and saw the opportunity of using the guide’s case studies and resources in staff development. 

Contributions that made me smile: I'm sure that people are in here intending to join in but getting such a lot from lurking in previous sessions that they haven't had time to respond yet.

S2: Landscape study on the use of mobile and wireless technologies for teaching and learning in the post-16 sector

This session elicited some lively debate around the impact of mobile and wireless technologies on practice. The diversity of equipment that students bring to college presents a challenge – how can learners’ own devices be harnessed/managed for learning? The concept of ‘podagogy’ was explored, with some examples of the use of iPods giving way to a discussion of the characteristics and properties of new technologies –podcasting, webcasting blogging etc. Learners were seen as increasingly involved as arbiters of quality since they were likely to be co-producers of learning materials and pedagogy and related concepts eg context of learning became the focus of some high quality discussion. These were predominantly HE perspectives, however, and the funding of innovative practice became an issue when FE and ACL colleagues joined the session.

A selection of contributions to set you thinking: “I'm not saying that there aren't examples of people sharing resources outside the formal learning environment, such as in gaming, or music etc. However, I am somewhat sceptical of the practice migrating to education.”  

“In the case of mobile learning, we need to ask how its specific characteristics (ownership and attitudes to devices, spontaneity of use, proliferation and transience of platforms and systems etc etc) modify the institutional and infrastructural provision we need to make.”

“The co-production (and production) of learning content raises other linked issues that also relate to the social context of learning, including understanding the support issues around group interactions, considering how communities of practice can be used effectively to support learning outcomes and the changing role of the tutor in these contexts.”

S3: Study on how innovative technologies are influencing the design of physical learning spaces in the post-16 sector

Learning spaces as a concept was quickly broadened to refer to virtual as well as physical spaces in social and “other” learning spaces as mobile technologies were discussed, but the careful guidance of the presenters bought us back on track. This session explored a wide range of areas: assumptions of how learners learnt, whether laptops and mobile devices will replace the need for desktops, how the freeing up of space this will allow will affect current learning space design, and the need for institutional and culture change to enable a student-centred approach to learning to evolve. Some valuable resources relating to these topics were brought to the attention of delegates.

