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Abstract

With the advent of the Information Age and the
accompanying technological boom, the field of education
has been experiencing a major shift in how, where and
when learning takes place, with the focus moving from
teacher-centered to student-centered learning, and
learning that can happen at any time and in any place. This
article will discuss how Personal Learning Environments
have made these changes possible, the importance of
creating one’s own PLE, and, will provide information on
how to design a PLE. This topic merits a more in depth
study that can be offered here.

Keywords: Personal Learning Environment, Web 2.0,
Twenty-first century education.

Background

A Personal Learning Environment (PLE) is the tools,
sources of information, connections and activities
that individuals use to learn (Adell & Castafeda,
2010).

Personal Learning Environments (PLE) has been
around for centuries and we each have our own PLE
whether we recognize it or not. There always have
been places and people that scholars have sought
out when searching for answers, such as medicine
men, colleagues, conferences, books, scientific
journals. A powerful example is the 1927 Fifth Solvay
International Conference on Electrons and Photons
which brought together 29 of the top physicists in
the world to share their findings around electrons
and photons.

1927 Fifth Solvay International Conference on Electrons and Photons - 17
of the 29 attendees were or became Nobel Prize winners

Source: http://rarehistoricalphotos.com/solvay-conference-probably-
intelligent-picture-ever-taken-1927/
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The formal PLE concept came into being during
the first decade of the twenty first century, an
offshoot of the blossoming of the Information Age
which was ushered in by the Digital Revolution that
began somewhere between the late 1950s and
the late 1970s. The Information Age is founded on
the evolution of technology, including the mass
production and widespread use of computers,
cellphones and the Internet which has led to the
modernization of information and communication
processes. “Personal learning environments (PLE)
represent a groundbreaking new development in
educational practices through the incorporation of
Information and Communications Technology (ICT)”
(Saz, Engle, & Coll, 2016, p.1).

The formal PLE concept came into
being during the first decade
of the twenty first century, an
offshoot of the blossoming of the

Information Age which was ushered
in by the Digital Revolution that
began somewhere between the

ate 1930s and the late 1970s.

How educational curriculum is designed and
presented has changed as a result of the Information
Age and the accompanying development of Web
2.0; and PLEs are a direct offshoot of the evolution
of this new technology of digital tools that offer the
resources, structures and means of communication
that have made PLEs so influential in the educational
process of the twenty first century. PLEs are a
direct result of the arrival and evolution of Web 2.0.
“These structures are highly adaptable to the needs
of learners and enable them to actively become
part of a learning community or target language
community”(Alm, 2006, p. 2).

Teachers nowadays prepare their lessons based
on the use of ICT’s, software and applications that
contain learning tasks which are more authentic
and personalized. How they interact with students
has improved as well. Web 2.0 enhances the
learning process due to the social aspects and
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technological tools which let students learn in their
preferred modality. Social networking tools such as
Facebook, Twitter, Youtube, and Blogs, let teachers
and students communicate in real time and in real
settings, allowing them to express their feelings,
thoughts, ideas, and more.

Furthermore, Grosseck (2009) in her article describes
that “of the advantages of using Web 2.0, the more
important among them are the reduction of cost,
easier and faster access to information, sharing
accumulated experiences, create digital content with
the major focus on didactic innovation” (p. 478). It
is essential to put into practice the tools of the Web
2.0 in the teaching process in order to obtain these
benefits and to catch our students’ attention and
motivate them to learn whatever subject or topic
they wish to.

For the reasons mentioned above, Web 2.0 has
greatly impacted the learning process. Therefore
teachers and students have to be aware of its
importance and the need to stay current in the

application of these technological tools. Finally, the
Web 2.0 is one of the most important parts of PLE,
due to its relevance to how students receive, process
and share information. Hence, it is essential to
actively participate in this huge change in technology
that began during the last several decades at the
beginning of the Information Age.

Impact of PLEs on Education

So how has the Information Age influenced the
changes in how we teach and how we learn that we
are currently experiencing? The very availability and
ease of accessibility of user devices and the Internet
has forced us to take a closer look at how information
is being acquired and used since the beginning of
the twenty first century. This has resulted in the
formalizing of the process, giving it the official name
of “Personal Learning Environment” or PLE. During
the past decade there has been a lot of discussion
and research around the PLE.
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What is a PLE?

A Personal Learning Environment is a new way of
learning which can be used in the classroom and for
the professional development of the teachers. Before
the arrival of the Internet we learned from colleagues,
by attending conferences, by reading scholarly books
and by subscribing to journals. Now we have access
to an exorbitant amount of information which we find
necessary to organize, resulting in the development
of a PLE. According to Castafieda & Adell (2013), a
PLE consists of three parts:

1. Where we access information: the activities,
tools and resources connected to the search,
acquisition, management, use and administration
of the information.

2. How we create and subsequently share
information: the practices, tools and resources
connected to the modification, creation and
dissemination of information through multiple
ways.

3. Who we connect with — our Personal Learning
Network: the activities, tools and resources used
to communicate and collaborate with others who
learn from us and from whom we learn.

Attwell (2007) posits that Personal Learning
Environments are the future of education. Education
is challenged not by the development of technology,
but by the ways in which people — especially the
younger generations — are using these technologies
to learn, to communicate and to share knowledge via
online social networks and communities. It can be

said that the processes and functions encouraged
by PLEs reflect the new approach to education. The
chart that follows is an excellent, though brief,
comparison of the two.
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Why Adopt PLEs?

The youth of today primarily learn by being interactive.
They are already comfortable with digital technology
and are connected to a variety of social networks.
A personal learning environment increases their
motivation and allows them to satisfy their curiosity by
creating a situation where they can control their own
learning at their own pace, as well as design their own
learning strategies. Learning then becomes more
student-centered where all students have access to
a variety of learning resources. As students assume
greater responsibility for acquiring, processing and
sharing information, the role of the teacher becomes
one of providing them with critical thinking skills to

Personal Learning Environments
(PLE) have been around for
centuries and we each have our own
PLE whether we recognize it or not.
There always have been places and
people that scholars have sought
out when searching for answers,
such as medicine men, colleagues,
conferences, books, scientific
journals. A powerful example is
the 1927 Fifth Solvay International
Conference on Electrons and
Photons which brought together
29 of the top physicists in the
world to share their findings
around electrons and photons.
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assess the information, with introspective skills to
work with it, and with social skills to share what they
create. Teachers can support their students in the
classroom by helping them recognize and organize
their PLE as well as by familiarizing them with the
many digital sources available.

We, as teachers need to use multiple means of
communication in order to encourage our students
to learn and to be the researchers of their own
knowledge. This is the main point of PLE, since by
using this method they will have a better opportunity
to discover the information they need, to organize it
and finally to share their findings with people who
are interested in the topic they share. Teachers
should also lead the way in the design of teaching
strategies that promote knowledge building, the
type of learning based on the connectivism and
sociocultural perspective which sees learning as a
process of constructing knowledge which is social
and shared (Bell, 2011).

Teaching How to Create a PLE

Source. Eduardo Orellana

When first introducing students to the concept of the
Personal Learning Environment it is helpful to share
several different models with them to explain it,
giving them an idea, through examples, of the shape
and components of a PLE. Each student’s rendition
will be unique, but should address the various parts
of the learning environment. A model will narrow
down their options, provide direction, and make
the creation process more methodical. There are
innumerable models out there, but here a three that
you can share, allowing the students to initially begin
the construction of their PLE using the one they most
resonate with according to Milligan et al (2006) as
cited in Malamed (n.d.).

A generic model based on Milligan’s description
of a PLE as a construct that uses tools that allow
the learners to learn with other people, control
their learning resources, manage the activities they
participate in, and integrate their learning.

The PLE created by Jeremy Hiebert includes past,
present and future learning and consists of:

+  Collecting: aggregating, storing, organizing and
filtering contacts, artifacts and information.

+ Reflecting: reviewing, connecting concepts,
synthesizing, blogging, working in groups.

information,
interests and

+  Connecting:
group-forming,
information.

people and
shared goals,

+  Publishing: select, modify, combine and publish;
e-portfolios, blogs, etc.

In the Four C’s model by Chris Sessums the blog is
the personal learning activity hub and includes the
following main activities:

« Collect: gather articles, tools, data, images and
resources.

+  Communicate: share ideas, convey information,
ask questions, reflect, respond, comment, and
clarify.
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to change — with the learner moving to the center
of the learning model.

+ Help you respond and adapt from a position of
knowledge and understanding to the new tools,
devices and applications, along with the easy
access to the Internet, which are changing how
we teach and learn.

Morrison (2013) points out the importance of having
a PLE has distilled from several resources the
following steps to creating a PLE.

+ Decide on which areas to focus on.

+  Determine which Web 2.0 tools to use to achieve
the elements of your PLE.

+  Create a diagram of your PLE.

Remember that developing a PLE takes time, and
once created it will continue to change as learning
needs and goals change.

Real Life Applications
in the Classroom

The International Baccalaureate program at the
Unidad Educativa Juan Bautista Vazquez has
been using the concept of PLEs for the past
three years. Several case studies are presented
demonstrating how PLEs have been applied in
various ways.

The implementation of the PLE concept has hugely
facilitated the learning process of the IB students
during the last three years. As students demanded

more comprehensible and meaningful information,
there was an urgent need to switch from traditional
teaching methodologies. They wanted to understand
what they learn, where they learn, how they learn,
and who they learn with. PLEs have helped them
to better assimilate what they are learning. The
following examples reflect how we have brought the
PLE into the classroom.

The first application was giving the students the
task of designing a PLE in groups, once they were
introduced to the concept and the elements of PLEs.

Source: Jefferson Guaman

The second application was using the social network
Facebook. A page was created with the name of JBV
International Baccalaureate which can be accessed
going to this link htips://www.facebook.com/JBV-In-
ternational-Baccalaureate-1055046447924137/?re-

f=bookmarks which has facilitated the implementation
of the various components of PLEs. Al-Zoube (2009)
explains that Facebook “enables developer to
produce a learning context as simple as building a
Facebook entry for a class and then associating a
number of Facebook applications with the context”
(p-2). The students were able to access information
through reading and listening activities on Facebook.
For instance, web pages, such as News in Levels,
were posted and students performed assigned tasks
after accessing them. On this website students
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can read articles, watch videos, and work on
comprehension tasks about current and real news.
At the moment they perform these activities, they are
learning in a meaningful way. They can publish their
answers, sharing with their partners, who then reflect
on each other’s work.

The third application was using the Google Docs app
with the purpose of enhancing their writing skills.
Graham (2013) suggests that Google Docs creates
a rich collaborative classroom environment where a
document can be viewed, edited, and published by
students and/or teachers. As students are required
to improve their writing of different text types, Google
Docs enables them to practice using extensive

Linda Hayes, Diana Gonzélez y Carlos Alvarez

academic texts such as comparison essays,
which were produced in groups of three students.
They followed the five steps of writing based on
Mangelsdorf and Posey (2013). At the beginning,
students explored choices analyzing the purpose of
writing and the possible readers. Then they wrote
the first draft together simultaneously. When they
finished the essay, they revised it for clarity of ideas.
To complete the editing part, the students shared their
document with other students asking them to check
for grammar, spelling, and punctuation. Finally,
they published their final product, sharing it with the
whole class.
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A fourth application was using the Blogger. Students
had to write a blog about “Community,” the topic we
were studying at the time. To start, they accessed
Google and Wikipedia in their many forms to collect
reliable facts in order to create their blogs. After having
gathered enough information, the students wrote
their texts following specific formats, but showing
great creativity and imagination in their writing style.
They published their blogs on the school’s Facebook
page so they could receive partner and teacher
comments. Examples: hitp://israelguallpal.blogspot.
com/2017/04/my-neighborhood.html/ (Israel
Guallpa, 2017) http://thebigneighborhood.blogspot.
com/2017/04/neighborhood-if-you-think-in.html
(Frank Lojano, 2017) htip://mycommunityisnice.
blogspot.com/2017/04/the-community-its-neighbor-
hoods-and.html (Janina Astudillo, 2017).

The fifth example was the application of the YouTube
tool. The students had to produce a video on how
to prepare their favorite dish. They collected recipe
information on the ingredients and process for
preparing their selection from internet web pages
and people. This activity was performed in pairs
because one student recorded while the other one
cooked. The use of special effects provided a touch
of originality to their videos. As a final step they
uploaded their completed video to a YouTube page
in order to share it with others.

Access these sites to enjoy some examples:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=t2ZuSv2ToiM&-
feature=youtu.be (Andres Paida & lIsrael Guallpa,
2017).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HQbro1w-
jh1A&feature=youtu.be (Jefferson Guaman & Javier
Guaman, 2017)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MQlaFCnu-
Z0o&feature=youtu.be (Eduardo Orellana, 2017)

These applications have been held using PLE models
where the students have understood what they
learned because they collected, created, and shared
the knowledge. This information has been acquired
in a significant way and the way my students liked
and enjoyed it.
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Conclusions

PLEs are here to stay. Although there is no definitive description of PLEs as
yet, they are one educational trend that continues to be talked about and
implemented on all levels of education. With the continued advancement and
expansion of the Web, the development of new learner-centered methodologies
that incorporate PLEs, and the application of PLEs in other areas outside of
education, this is a concept that will continue to be used.
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