Vygotsky en de persoonlijke leeromgeving

In een zeer uitvoerige blogpost probeert Graham Attwell een verband te leggen tussen de opvattingen
van de in 1934 overleden Lev Vygotysky en de hedendaagse persoonlijke leeromgeving.

Volgens Attwell ondersteunt een persoonlijke leeromgeving individueel en samenwerkend leren in
diverse contexten. Daarnaast bevordert de persoonlijke leeromgeving de autonomie van lerenden, en
hun vermogen om zelf invloed uit te oefenen op het eigen leren. Een persoonlijke leeromgeving bestaat
uit artefacten’. Volgens Vygotsky zijn artefacten altijd cultureel, historisch en institutioneel bepaald.
Je zou dus kunnen zeggen dat een persoonlijke leeromgeving (en ook een elektronische leeromgeving)
nooit 'neutraal’ is. Dat wil zeggen: een leeromgeving gaat altijd uit van bepaalde veronderstellingen
over kennisontwikkeling en leren (bijvoorbeeld van een onderscheid tussen experts en ‘onwetenden').

Vygotsky ging ervan uit dat leren een sociaal proces is. Leren doe je samen met anderen, onder meer
met hen die meer kennis hebben (‘More Knowledgeable Others'’). Een essentieel element hierbij is de
zone van naaste ontwikkeling: met de nodige ondersteuning, en in dialoog met anderen, kunnen lerenden
leerprestaties realiseren waartoe zij autonoom niet in staat zijn. Attwell schrijft over de relatie
tussen de persoonlijke leeromgeving en de zone van naaste ontwikkeling (ZPD) onder meer:

The role of a Personal Learning Environment may be not only that of a tool to provide access to ‘More
Knowledgeable Others' but as part of a system to allow learners to link learning to performance in
practice, though work processes. And taking a wider view of artefacts as including information or
knowledge accessed through a PLE, reflection on action or performance may in turn generate new
artefacts for others to use within a ZPD.

Hij benadrukt daarbij het belang van artefacten van een persoonlijke leeromgeving die de lerende in
staat stellen modellen en concepten te visualiseren en te representeren. Ook zou de persoonlijke
leeromgeving gereedschappen moeten hebben die de lerende stimuleert op een betekenisvolle manier
te reflecteren.

Graham Attwell maakt duidelijk dat je heel wat eisen moet stellen aan het ontwerp van een
persoonlijke leeromgeving, wil sprake zijn van 'sociaal leren' zoals Vygotsky dat heeft bedoeld. Tk denk
daarbij niet eens zo zeer aan functionaliteiten (tools), maar vooral aan templates die lerenden
structuur en houvast bieden om te komen tot een dialoog en reflectie. Met het louter combineren van
web 2.0-applicaties ben je er overduidelijk niet.

Wilfred Rubens: technology enhanced learning

De ontwikkeling van (aankomende) professionals en organisaties (of tewel leren) boeit
me mateloos. De laatste jaren houd ik me hier beroepsmatig mee bezig. Vooral de
combinatie met internettechnologie vind ik erg interessant. In het Engels spreekt men
van "technology enhanced learning: TE-learning, de nieuwe naam van e-learning.

Bron: http://wilfredrubens.typepad.com

Personal Learning Environments and Vygotsky
April 22nd, 2010 by Graham Attwell

Another section of my new paper, now entitled ‘The Future of Learning Environments. The section
looks at Personal Learning Environments and Viygotsky.

1 van Dale: opzettelijk vervaardigd (gebruiks)voorwerp / door ongeldig redeneren verkregen onderzoeksresultaat
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The emergence of Personal Learning Environments

Dave Wiley, in a paper entitled ‘Open for learning: the CMS and the Open Learning Network and co-
written with Jon Mott, explains the failure of Technology Enhanced Education as being due to the way
technology has been used to maintain existing practices:

"by perpetuating the Industrial Era-inspired, assembly line notion that the semester-bound
course is the naturally appropriate unit of instruction (Reigeluth, 1999).”

The paper quotes Herrington, Reeves, and Oliver (2005) who argue that course management software
leads universities to "think they are in the information industry”. In contrast to “the authentic
learning environments prompted by advances in cognitive and constructivist learning theories":

“the industrial, course management model has its center of gravity in teachers generating
content, teachers gathering resources, teachers grouping and sequencing information, and
teachers giving the information to students.”

In contrast, socio-cultural theories of knowledge acquisition stress the importance of collaborative
learning and 'learning communities’. Agostini et al. (2003) complain about the lack of support offered
by many virtual learning environments (VLEs) for emerging communities of interest and the need to
link with official organisational structures within which individuals are working. Ideally, VLEs should
link knowledge assets with people, communities and informal knowledge (Agostini et al, 2003) and
support the development of social networks for learning (Fischer, 1995). The idea of a personal
learning space is taken further by Razavi and Iverson (2006) who suggest integrating weblogs,
ePortfolios, and social networking functionality in this environment both for enhanced e-learning and
knowledge management, and for developing communities of practice.

Based on these ideas of collaborative learning and social networks within communities of practice, the
notion of Personal Learning Environments is being put forward as a new approach to the development
of e-learning tools (Wilson et al, 2006) that are no longer focused on integrated learning platforms
such as VLEs or course management systems. In contrast, these PLEs are made-up of a collection of
loosely coupled tools, including Web 2.0 technologies, used for working, learning, reflection and
collaboration with others. PLEs can be seen as the spaces in which people interact and communicate
and whose ultimate result is learning and the development of collective know-how. A PLE can use social
software for informal learning which is learner driven, problem-based and motivated by interest - not
as a process triggered by a single learning provider, but as a continuing activity.

Personal Learning Environments are by definition individual. However it is possible to provide tools and
services to support individuals in developing their own environment. In looking at the needs of careers
guidance advisors for learning Attwell. Barnes, Bimrose and Brown, (2008) say a PLE should be based
on a set of tools to allow personal access to resources from multiple sources, and to support
knowledge creation and communication. Based on an initial scoping of knowledge development needs, a
list of possible functions for a PLE have been suggested, including: access/search for information and
knowledge; aggregate and scaffold by combining information and knowledge; manipulate, rearrange and
repurpose knowledge artefacts; analyse information to develop knowledge; reflect, question,
challenge, seek clarification, form and defend opinions; present ideas, learning and knowledge in
different ways and for different purposes; represent the underpinning knowledge structures of
different artefacts and support the dynamic re-rendering of such structures; share by supporting
individuals in their learning and knowledge; networking by creating a collaborative learning
environment.

Whilst PLEs may be represented as technology, including applications and services, more important is
the idea of supporting individual and group based learning in multiple contexts and of promoting
learner autonomy and control. Conole (2008) suggests a personal working environment and mixture of
institutional and self selected tools are increasingly becoming the norm. She says: "Research looking
at how students are appropriating technologies points to similar changes in practice: students are
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mixing and matching different tools to meet their personal needs and preferences, not just relying on
institutionally provided tools and indeed in some instances shunning them in favour of their own
personal tools."

Vygotsky and Personal Learning Environments

A Personal Learning Environment is developed from tools or artefacts. Vygotsky (1978) considered
that all artefacts are culturally, historically and institutionally situated. "In a sense, then, there is no
way not to be socioculturally situated when carrying out an action. Conversely there is no tool that is
adequate to all tasks, and there is no universally appropriate form of cultural mediation. Even
language, the 'tool of tools' is no exception to this rule” (Cole and Wertsch, 2006). Social networking
tools are culturally situated artefacts. Jyri Engestrom (2005) says "the term 'social networking'
makes little sense if we leave out the objects that mediate the ties between people. Think about the
object as the reason why people affiliate with each specific other and not just anyone. For instance,
if the object is a job, it will connect me to one set of people whereas a date will link me to a radically
different group. This is common sense but unfortunately it's not included in the image of the network
diagram that most people imagine when they hear the term 'social network.’ The fallacy is to think
that social networks are just made up of people. They're not; social networks consist of people who
are connected by a shared object.”

Vygotsky's research focused on school based learning. He developed the idea of the Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD) which is the gap between "actual developmental level” which children can
accomplish independently and the “potential developmental level” which children can accomplish when
they are interacting with others who are more capable peers or adults.

In Viygotsky's view, interactions with the social environment, including peer interaction and/or
scaffolding, are important ways to facilitate individual cognitive growth and knowledge acquisition.
Therefore, learning presupposes a specific social nature and a process by which children grow into the
intellectual life of those around them. Vygotsky said that learning awakens a variety of internal
developmental processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with people in his
(sic) environment and in cooperation with his peers. Once these processes are internalized, they
become part of the child's independent developmental achievement (Vygotsky, 1978).

Vygotsky also emphasized the importance of the social nature of imagination play for development. He
saw the imaginary situations created in play as zones of proximal development that operate as mental
support system (Fleer, 2008).

Vykotsky called teachers - or peers - who supported learning in the ZDP as the More Knowledgeable
Other. "The MKO is anyone who has a better understanding or a higher ability level than the leaner
particularly in regards to a specific task, concept or process. Traditionally the MKO is thought of as a
teacher, an older adult or a peer” (Dahms et al, 2007). But the MKO can also be viewed as a learning
object or social software which embodies and mediates learning at higher levels of knowledge about
the topic being learned than the learner presently possesses.

The role of a Personal Learning Environment may be not only that of a tool to provide access to ‘More
Knowledgeable Others' but as part of a system to allow learners to link learning to performance in
practice, though work processes. And taking a wider view of artefacts as including information or
knowledge accessed through a PLE, reflection on action or performance may in furn generate new
artefacts for others to use within a ZPD.

Dahms et all (2007) say that Vygotsky's findings suggest methodological procedures for the
classroom. "In Vygotskian perspective, the ideal role of the teacher is that of providing scaffolding
(collaborative dialogue) to assist students on tasks within their zones of proximal
development”(Hamilton and Ghatala, 1994). “During scaffolding the first step is to build interest and
engage the learner. Once the learner is actively participating, the given task should be simplified by
breaking it into smaller sub-tasks. During this task, the teacher needs to keep the learner focused,
while concentrating on the most important ideas of the assignment. One of the most integral steps in
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scaffolding consists of keeping the learner from becoming frustrated. The final task associated with
scaffolding involves the teacher modelling possible ways of completing tasks, which the learner can
then imitate and eventually internalise” (Dahms et al., 2007).

Social media and particularly video present rich opportunities for the modelling of ways of completing
a task, especially given the ability of using social networking software to support communities of
practice. However, imitation alone may not be sufficient in the context of advanced knowledge work.
Rather, refection is required both to understand more abstract models and at the same time to
reapply models to particular contexts and instances of application in practice. Thus PLE tools need to
be able to support the visualisation or representation of models and to promote reflection on their
relevance and meaning in context. Although Vygotsky saw a process whereby children could learn to
solve novel problems "on the basis of a model he [sic] has been shown in class”, in this case the model
is embodied in technological artefacts (although still provided by a ‘teacher’ through the creation of
the artefact).

Within this perspective a Personal Learning Environment could be seen as allowing the representation
of knowledge, skills and prior learning and a set of tools for interaction with peers to accomplish
further tasks. The PLE would be dynamic in that it would allow reflection on those task and further
assist in the representation of prior knowledge, skills and experiences. In this context experiences
are seen as representing performance or practice. Through access to external symbol systems (Clark,
1997) such as metadata, ontologies and taxonomies the internal learning can be transformed into
externalised knowledge and become part of the scaffolding for others as a representation of a MKO
within a Zone of Proximal Development. Such an approach to the design of a Personal Learning
Environment can bring together the everyday evolving uses of social networks and social media with
pedagogic theories to learning.
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