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Differences in Understandings of Networked
Learning Theory — Connectivity or
Collaboration?

Thomas Ryberg, Lillian Buus, Marianne Georgsen

Department of Communication and Psychology, e-Liegrbab — Centre for User Driven
Innovation, Learning and Design, Aalborg Universienmark — [ryberg, lillian,
marianne]@hum.aau.dk

Abstract

In this chapter we pursue and discuss a humbeemihpnt questions raised in
a recently published book on Networked Learningcfgas. In this book the edi-
tors contrast a current trend towards personadisatnd individualisation of learn-
ing with a focus on mutual interdependency andataliation amongst networked
learners, and ask which directions designers ofvbidted Learning should take.
Related to this, they express concerns with notafri@ersonal Learning Environ-
ments, asking whether these might erode collab@air communal patterns of
interaction and the commonality of experiences apgindents. We continue the-
se discussions by critically examining recent idediulated by researchers pro-
moting the notion of ‘connectivism’, as this contbps strong relations to the re-
cent popularisation of web 2.0. Terms such as ‘eofions’, ‘networks’,
‘sharing’, learner-centric’, ‘collaboration’, ‘pactpation’ seem to be shared be-
tween Networked Learning theory and connectivisne #Wgue, however, that
there are subtle, but fundamental differences w Htese terms are understood,
which might have implications for pedagogical omsthations of networked learn-
ing. In particular, we query into different undarstlings and values around the
‘interactional interdependencies’ between peophel laow we should orchestrate
networked learning in Higher Education. In doing e provide examples from
our own practice to discuss how we might addresdissolve dichotomies, such
as between individualisation and collaboration, &wodv ideas from networked
learning and connectivism can inform each other.
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Introduction

With the popularisation of web 2.0 practices anthiwlogies, we have also
withessed a re-vitalisation or renaissance of tesoth as collaboration, sharing,
dialogue, participation, student centred learnang] the need to position students
as producers, rather than consumers of knowledgesélare, however, pedagogi-
cal ideals, which have been prominent within redeareas such as Networked
Learning, CSCL and CMC-research well before thergerece of web 2.0. They
even pre-date the Internet and World Wide Web (aaeDirckinck-Holmfeld
2009). This dialogical, collaborative perspectiwdich Weller (2007) character-
ises as the ‘discussion view’, has existed and/e¢lti However, it seems fair to
say that the mainstream and institutional uptakkeafing technologies has been
primarily oriented towards the ‘broadcast view,idedl by (Weller 2007) as deliv-
ering content or resources globally, flexibly amddemand to the individual us-
ers.

While many of the pedagogical ideals often assediatith web 2.0 may not be
entirely new, the mainstream adoption of serviagshsas Facebook, Flickr, and
YouTube seems to have created a stronger platforndéas such as collabora-
tion, sharing and ‘user generated content’. Inti@tato these trends the notion of
connectivism has been presented as ‘a learningyttfeo the 22" century’, and
has been closely linked with the recent technollgithanges — in particular the
pervasiveness of various ‘networked technologieghsas email, the web, and
more recently, social networking, blogs, RSS andoua mechanisms for aggre-
gating and filtering information:

“Over the last twenty years, technology has reamgahhow we live, how we
communicate, and how we learn. Learning needsteaties that describe learning
principles and processes, should be reflectivendetying social environments”
(Siemens (2005), Introduction section, para 1)

The notion of connectivism has been most vividlplered by George Siemens
and Stephen Downes, and the authors make someneéex to the broader head-
ing of networked learning. In an online paper ¢itl& Brief History of Networked
Learning’ Siemens (2008) makes references to relsgapjects at Lancaster Uni-
versity and the thesis by de Laat (2006). Howetlegre does not seem to be
strong awareness of or references to the undeistanéinetworked learning as it
is discussed and developed in the (mainly) Europmanmunity of networked
learning research. There seems to be shared it#ene®ng the two perspectives
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in concepts such as ‘networks’, ‘connections’, abtgarning and learner-centred
pedagogies, but also some differences, which arthvexploring.

While learner-centeredness, social learning, pgpdion and collaboration
seem to have become the rhetorical mainstay of2u@lpedagogy, we argue there
are significantly different interpretations of teketerms, and the pedagogies and
practices emerging from these diverse understardifigis becomes particularly
visible when investigating different conceptualnfi@works, such as networked
learning, connectivism or more collaboratively atéd pedagogies and theories.
In this paper we therefore critically discuss amélgse concepts such as net-
worked learning and connectivism. Equally, we lyigfresent ideas on personal
learning environments (PLES) as a means to idestifyje broader educational
questions, which we believe are important withinveked Learning research.
We draw out some seemingly contradictory conceqish as personalisation and
collaboration, while also providing examples froor @wn Networked Learning
practices to discuss how we might address or dissach dichotomies, and how
ideas from networked learning and connectivisminform each other.

Networked learning and different understandings of
collaboration

In relation to the acclaimed web 2.0 wave of pedagd transformation there
seems to be a slight tendency of overemphasistiintdogical developments as
the reason, or vehicle, for pedagogical changeelation to this we should like to
raise the point that we must be careful in ascghido much power to perceived
inert affordances of particular technologies, amlit equally on how the technol-
ogies are enacted or taken into use by practitoofdones et al. 2006; Suthers
2006). We are convinced that networked learningrhéas much to offer to the-
se ongoing discussions, and in the following westalr point of departure in one
of the definitions that has become central withie hetworked learning communi-

ty:

“Networked learning is learning in which informatiand communications (ICT) is used
to promote connections: between one learner aret thrners, between learners and
tutors; between a learning community and its leaymesources.” (Goodyear et al. 2004,

p.2)

Historically, this definition grew out of a serie$ projects during the late
1990s and an ESRC Research Seminar Series on fiedtions of the use of
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networked learning in higher education (Beaty eR@ll0). The seminar series re-
sulted in a manifesto titled ‘Towards E-QualityNetworked E-Learning in High-
er Education’ which was presented at the Netwotleaining conference 2002 by
the ‘E-Quality Network’. As noted by Jones & Dirkck-Holmfeld (2009) this
definition has proved itself to be remarkably raboger the last 10 years, and has
developed considerable force especially within pesm research where it has
been developed through a number of publicationd, las been associated with
the Networked Learning Conference series since 1@@®es & Dirckinck-
Holmfeld 2009; Goodyear et al. 2004).

Firstly, this definition of networked learning goégyond merely denoting
‘online learning’ or ‘e-learning’, as it encompasgbeoretical assumptions about
learning and how to design for learning. The d&fini stresses the connections
betweerpeople andetweerpeople and resources, but also points to a cde®in
el of social organisation between learners, tutord resources i.e. a learning
community. However, the notion of a learning comityuand the strength of the
ties or connections between people can differ irfoua interpretations. Some
have criticised notions such as communities of fira¢CoP) (Wenger 1998) and
the strong focus on ‘collaborative learning’ wittitme area of CSCL. They have
voiced a concern that these perspectives focumtarh on networks composed of
strong ties, thus overlooking the value of weak tietween learners (Jones et al.
2006; Jones et al. 2008; Ryberg & Larsen 2008).uBéameously, proponents of
networked learning also argue for learning andataltative knowledge construc-
tion processes organised around focused and imtemsigotiations of problems
(McConnell 2002; Zenios 2011). Although there asgtipular values and ideals
associated with networked learning, as expresséaeimetworked learning mani-
festo (Beaty et al. 2002; Beaty et al. 2010), #<slaot privilege a particular peda-
gogical model or ideal in terms of uniformly faving collaboration or unity of
purpose in a community of learners (Jones et &I8R2MHowever, the ideas of rela-
tions and connections suggest that learning ianfined to the individual mind
or the individual learner. Rather, learning and Wlealge construction is located
in the connections and interactions between leayrieachers and resources, and
seen as emerging from critical dialogues and ergguiAs such, networked learn-
ing theory seems to encompass an understandirggofihg as a social, relational
phenomenon, and a view of knowledge and identitgaastructed through inter-
action and dialogue. Furthermore, as argued bysJ(#®08) this aligns well with
social practice, socio-cultural or social learnthgories that also situate and ana-
lyse learning as located in social practice aneradtion, rather than as a phenom-
enon of the individual mind. In addition, prevaléstas within (some) interpreta-
tions of networked learning are associated withemadical pedagogies, where
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critical reflexivity and dialogue are emphasisedaameans to help learners ‘rec-
ognize, critique and move beyond one’s taken-fantgd assumptions — about the
world, and about one’s professional practice &adning’ (Goodyear et al. 2004,
p.2). This particular view is also associated wtlucational values of supporting
democratic processes, diversity, inclusion and Bijudrawing on both Paulo
Freire’s Critical Pedagogy and social constructtminotions of relational dia-
logue (Beaty et al. 2010).

In relation to the discussions of types of conmetdi (weak or strong) and
modes of interaction, such as collaboration or eoaipon (which can be said to be
strongly tied or more weakly tied respectively), fird the distinction made by
McConnell (2002) useful. Building on the work of $thelle & Teasley (1995)
McConnell distinguishes between distributaddlaborativeandcooperativelearn-
ing. Roughly speaking this refers to whether thekwan the task or problem and
the outcome is shared (collaborative) or whethdividuals engage in discussions
with others about their reflections on individuasinments (cooperation). This
distinction is also similar to what Suthers (208&grs to as intersubjective vs. in-
dividual epistemologies. We believe there are d@gdeaspects in these distinc-
tions, which can be important to reflect upon. Imeaently published book on
networked learning (Dirckinck-Holmfeld et al. 2009pones & Dirckinck-
Holmfeld (2009) discuss the ideas and tensions dmtwstrongly-tied collabora-
tions vs. more loosely tied cooperative modes afriling (a question also taken up
earlier in (Jones et al. 2006)). They ask whetherinternet and broader sociolog-
ical trends have resulted in a social shift fronrencohesive, communal relations
towards more dispersed, personalized relations fhigly associate with the notion
of networked individualism coined by Wellman (20Gi)d explored by Castells
(2001) and they pose the questions:

“Networked individualism might suggest that we nésthke a more critical approach to
the theories of education and learning that aredas community and collaboration. The
term also suggests that we can do this withoubgudiut the central place of
communication and dialogue in education and legtnjn..] We argue that a key
question for research is whether the Internethélp foster more densely knit
communities or alternatively whether it will encage more sparse, loose knit
formations. [...] a significant question is whetlesigns for networked learning
environments should reflect the trend towards netea individualism or serve as a
counter balance to this trend, offering opportesitior the development of collaborative
dependencies.” (Jones & Dirckinck-Holmfeld 2009.,65p)

While we do not view the sociological notion of wetked individualism as
necessarily opposed to the development of collalverdependencies within edu-
cation, we do view an increasing interest in ‘pesdised learning’, personal
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learning environments or networks (PLE & PLN) ashallenge to more collabo-

rative organisations of learning (though we alswl fihat these ideas hold devel-
opmental potential and can act as a window of dppdy). This concern, we be-

lieve, is equally voiced in Beaty et al's (2010¢est discussions of the networked
learning manifesto where they re-iterate the imgroreé of maintaining a focus on
E-Quality and explicit educational values:

“We claim that an updated definition of networkedrning should not only refer to

being a pedagogy based on connectivity and theeduption of knowledge but also one
that aspires to support e-quality of opportunityl arxclude reference to the importance of
relational dialogue and critical reflexivity in af this. Following on from the definition

of networked learning we reaffirm the point madéhie original Manifesto that policy for
networked learning should be based on explicit atlowal values and research” (Beaty et
al. 2010, p.585)

We do not mean to argue that ‘personalised learoingersonal learning envi-
ronments necessarily preclude E-Quality, collabonator critical reflexive and
relational dialogue. However, we feel it is impaoittéo discuss some reservations
initially voiced by Weller (2007) and reiterated byrckinck-Holmfeld and Jones
(2009). They argue that there might be four dowesith Personal Learning Envi-
ronments:

- Commonality of experience. PLEs may threaten oséocthe shared experience of
studying a course.

- Exposure to different approaches. The educaticamal gf broadening a local and
personal experience may be lost. PLEs may encoaragerow private view that is
resistant to change and encourage a ‘customersfiat relies on consumer choice
of a educational goods [sic] that are often notegipted until after the educational
experience has taken place.

- Privacy. Personalisation requires the collections®r data and raises serious
concerns in terms of privacy and surveillance.dyralso have unintended
consequences as once it is known that a systerangared, user behaviour will
adapt to the perceived requirements of the monigori

- Content focus. The drive behind PLEs is one thattersises delivery of
personalised content at the expense of communicafit others (Dirckinck-
Holmfeld & Jones 2009, pp.264-265)

While some interpretations of PLEs do seem to h#usively focused on re-
trieval of personalised content e.g. through seimaethnologies, one can also
argue for PLEs as a means to engage in mutual snasflexive dialogue and
self-governed, problem-based and collaborativevitieis (Dalsgaard 2006).

However, inspired by Dirckinck-Holmfeld & Jones () and Beaty et al.
(2010) we wish to raise question such as: willdeas’ (potentially) highly indi-
vidualized orchestrations of their learning itingrdor trajectory) across institu-
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tional boundaries erode commonality of experiend2s@s it lead to a ‘consum-
er-view of education? And how may such orchestragiof education impact ed-
ucational values such as E-Quality, inclusion,iaalt reflexivity and relational
dialogue? Our point is not to argue that certaghmelogical tools or orchestra-
tions will uniformly shape the educational use.sTis equally shaped by the un-
derlying theoretical perspective and values withciwtwe approach the pedagogi-
cal and socio-technical design of networked learririn particular how we view
and design for the relational interdependenciesdet learners. Following Beaty
et al. (2010), who refer to the ‘Online Hot SeatmB8®r’ on connectivism hosted
by George Siemens and Stephen Downes as pre-daetitee Networked Learn-
ing Conference 2010, we feel that connectivist@pies and views of networked
learning have something to offer for our currenhaaptualisations of learning.
However, we should also like to explore more caitic the notion of connectiv-
ism in relation to the notions of networked leaghpresented above.

Connectivism and Networked Learning

In many ways connectivism seems to align well wigtworked learning theo-
ry, and also challenge ideas around collaborati@htightly knitted communities.
The notion of connectivism (Siemens 2005; Siemé&@SP has attracted some at-
tention in recent years. As noted by Kop and HiD@E8) it lives a particularly vi-
brant and dynamic life in the blogosphere arourdidlogs-spaces and online pub-
lications of especially George Siemenshttf://elearnspace.org/ &
http://connectivism.gaand Stephen Downebt{p://www.downes.caBut also it is
a (seemingly) dynamic object of enquiry and onehef main topics in the open
online course “Personal Learning Environments, Neks and Knowledge”
(http://ple.elg.ca/course/moodle/course/view.php3)dhosted and organised by
Siemens and Downes — and with more than 1800 Yiaatts”. The Massive
Open Online Course (MOOC) is/was according to Maskn et al, (2010, p.266)
(who participated in the course in 2008) ‘a coward a network about the emer-
gent practices and the theory of Connectivism’. sThhe course is based on the
principles and practices of connectivism, whiclalso (partly) the topic or under-
lying theoretical perspective of the ‘learning etve@m ‘un-course’.

The reason for mentioning these aspects is thatemtivism, in many ways,
seems to live and thrive mainly in the outskirtsoatside of traditional academic
publication and dissemination channels. For onagththis means that many of the
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papers on connectivism are not peer-reviewed amiighed in journals, but are
disseminated through the webspaces mentioned. Slgcdime underlying view of
knowledge and learning in connectivism does to sexient question or render
problematic the discussion of such ideas in moaditional academic outlets:
Should one engage in the ongoing, (seemingly) dymamd volatile conversa-
tions in the blogosphere, rather than a monolodioak chapter? We mention this
to acknowledge the fact that the proponents of eotivism also seem to be chal-
lenging traditional scholarship and urge the sdientommunity to think about
how knowledge is disseminated and shared. Haviid) tkat, we also feel that
there is great value and continued need for thdtestity more slow-moving criti-
cal dissemination and reflection of academic knolgéerepresented by the tradi-
tional academic outlets. For one thing, peer-re\peacesses force authors to take
into account any criticism raised by the reviewavkjle authors of blogs may
choose not to do so. Secondly, peer-review prosesseuld, in principle, ensure
that the reviewers hold expert knowledge within tbgearch area, whereas com-
ments on blogs may be of a more diverse naturéhdriollowing we offer a more
critical discussion of ‘connectivism’.

Connectivism — a new learning theory?

The argument proposed by Siemens (2005; 2006)aisekisting theories or
paradigms of learning (behaviourism, cognitivisnd @onstructivism) cannot suf-
ficiently explain or account for the fundamentatlyanged conditions for learning
brought about by the changes in the technologiraldcape e.g. the abundance of
information, the increasingly shorter half-life krfiowledge, and the need to con-
tinuously stay updated with the newest informatiord resources. Furthermore
many information processing tasks can be delegatésthnology (or social filter-
ing through networks at different levels of sca&pmens (2005; 2006) argue that
learning rests in the capabilities of forming coctiens to other people, networks
and sources of information and that the capacitsetmgnize or create useful in-
formation patterns are crucial:

“The starting point of connectivism is the indivaduPersonal knowledge is comprised of
a network, which feeds into organizations and fastins, which in turn feed back into
the network, and then continue to provide leartagpdividual [sic]. This cycle of
knowledge development (personal to network to degaion) allows learners to remain
current in their field through the connections thaye formed. (Siemens 2005,
Connectivism section, para 7)



Pre-proof version (please refer to published version for citing)eTdnapter has
been published in:

L. Dirckinck-Holmfeld et al. (eds.Exploring the Theory, Pedagogy and Practé&

of Networked Learningd®Ol 10.1007/978-1-4614-0496-5_3, © Springer SuésBusiness Me-
dia, LLC 2012
http://www.springer.com/education+%26-+languagefigay+%26+instruction/bo
0k/978-1-4614-0495-8

Although, this seems to be very similar to somé¢hefideas expressed in net-
worked learning theory, it also seems to have ahnationger focus on the indi-
vidual, and the individual's capacity to sift thghy filter, find and utilize various
networks to retrieve resources and ideas. Thes¢hesnenhance the individuals’
capacity, and thus the whole network’s, in a ceicydrocess focusing on and re-
turning to (cognitive, neural) operations of thdiindual. In this sense other per-
sons (who are in themselves personal networkshatwlorks at different levels of
scale seem to become instruments or hubs througthvthe individual can re-
trieve updated resources. In our interpretatiose@&ms that the most fundamental
relations are those between an individual and @ureg or idea, possibly acquired
and filtered through a complex socio-technical metwthat itself seems to be im-
bued with a form of (somewhat unexplained or unesgd) agency.

“Currency of knowledge is the function of a netwaakd raising the value of skills of
network-making. The network becomes a separateitiegelement—it processes,
filters, evaluates, and validates new informatiboontent has a short lifespan (as new
information is acquired), then it would logicaliyply that our education and training
systems should not be about content in particulaey-should specifically be about
current content.” (Siemens 2006, p.10)

“In a connectivist approach to learning, we cresvorks of knowledge to assist in
replacing outdated content with current content.diféoad many cognitive capabilities
onto the network, so that our focus as learnefssshom processing to pattern
recognition. When we off-load the processing eleésiehcognition, we are able to think,
reason, and function at a higher level (or navigadsee complex knowledge spaces).”
(Ibid, p.11)

For one thing, we find it problematic that knowledig equated with content,
albeit this is updated or dynamic content. Althouddiemens argue that
knowledge and thinking reside outside the headbéis seem to be a very different
perspective when compared to social or socio-aillttihreories of learning, also
because Siemens relate patterns in external netweitk neural networks, thus
making a reference to neuroscience.

“Learning is the process of creating networks (Sgere 2) [Authors: see original for the
figure]. Nodes are external entities which we ca@ t0 form a network. Or nodes may be
people, organizations, libraries, web sites, bojgksnals, databases, or any other source
of information. The act of learning (things becoankit tricky here) is one of creating an
external networlof nodes—where we connect and form information laravledge
sources. The learning that happens in our heaatsimgernal network (neural)Learning
networks can then be perceived as structures thateate in order to stay current and
continually acquire experience, create, and cormestknowledge (external). And
learning networks can be perceived as structusgsettist within our minds (internal) in
connecting and creating patterns of understandi{8i¢mens 2006)
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Even though the filtering mechanisms are movedidethe individual's head,
it is not entirely clear to us, whether this reprgs a re-location of a basic ‘cogni-
tivist information processing’ metaphor dispersetbia socio-technical network,
or a basic ‘constructivist perspective’ where tlofion of e.g. schema is replaced
with the metaphor of a network. Also, we are fundatally concerned with the
somewhat unproblematic way in which internal antkeal network are equated,
and we wonder what the relations are between tbe'ralms’ or if they are the
same (without wanting to re-iterate complex dismuss around dualism)? We
wonder whether the relations or comparisons arentme&taphorically or a as a
more ‘realist notion’ (that they do functionallyropare and interact)? Following
from this we would ask whether it is fruitful (iftleer sense) to equate basic neu-
ronal transmission or ‘the connecting’ of electricmpulses with the insanely
complex landscape of bodies, tables, computerss, lasgulations and the huge
number of social and physical artefacts that medair engagement with the
‘world’ and others? We wonder whether the metaphroconcept clouds more
complex socio-technical and socio-cultural relagitimat interact with and mediate
how knowledge is produced, and regulate our adweasd relations with books,
journals, web sites and the whole (socio-technicatyvork where the knowledge
content flows and is produced? In relation to tBiegmens (2006) notes that:

“Additionally, it is important to acknowledge thigarning is much more than exposure to
content. Social, community, and collaborative apphes to learning are important.”
(Siemens, 2006)

However, we wonder whether notions such as ‘a nétwecomes a separate
(self-organising?) cognitive element’ and a strémgus on the flow of (updated)
knowledge content renders invisible the procesgestiich these objects are pro-
duced, say through dialogues, negotiation of megpmagulations, social practices
and physical, bodily interaction with digital andadogue resources? And what
becomes of notions such as power, voice, accessaldion? We remain uncer-
tain of whether concepts such as ‘communities’gai@tion of meaning’, ‘dia-
logues’ ‘groups’, ‘social practice’ and ‘collaboi@t’ have a more significant role
in the notion of ‘connectivism’, or whether theyearonsidered temporary, fleet-
ing, analytically less important hubs or stationsai self-organising knowledge
flow of an autonomous network? Likewise, we remaigertain of the fundamen-
tal epistemology of connectivism, and we are unsafrevhere it is located in
terms of other existing theories. We are not sumnether connectivism, as argued
by Siemens (2005; 2006), constitute an entirely m@&aw of relations between
world and learner, and ask whether it might falthivi or between existing per-
spectives. This can be fruitfully discussed by hgitting distinctions made be-
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tween a socio-cultural and socio-constructivistspective (Dillenbourg et al.
1996). Whereas the socio-constructivist approaaerstands groups (or collabo-
ration) as consisting of individual and relativéhdependent cognitive systems,
which exchange messages through social interadfi@nsocio-cultural perspec-
tive suggests that groups or collaboration canrmerstood as a single cognitive
system with its own properties. Thus, in a socinstauctivist view (primarily in-
spired by Piaget) individual cognition is strengtbd, matured or catalysed by so-
cial interaction, but the cognitive development aéms tied to the mental opera-
tions of the individual, and has its own logic t&la to the existing mental
apparatus of the individual. In a socio-culturadwi (inspired by Vygotsky) the
focus is on social practice, artefacts and howviddial cognition and cognitive
structures are seen as formed by/forming the samidtuiral world. These are also
what Suthers (2006) refer to as individual epistegies vs. intersubjective epis-
temologies.

In our understanding of Siemens’ ideas it seemsthi@aindividual nodes in the
network grow by their ‘own logic’ (aka their uniqwecial network or constella-
tion of connections), thus acting as relativelyepdndent nodes, which however
affect others and the network as a whole (that agp® be an independent cogni-
tive unit). However, we are uncertain whether thideed represents a novel ap-
proach or is an extension of e.g. a socio-constisttapproach or individualist
epistemology with a different vocabulary, and withme additional terms and
thinking adopted from the field of ‘distributed eation’ (Hutchins 1995). It is not
clear to us, what is the role of dialogues, coltation, social practice or mutual
construction of knowledge or how well connectivisan account for (or is inter-
ested in) such patterns of learning. It seems ta t@re individualized or person-
alized perspective on learning than e.g. netwof&athing theory. Although there
are many authors who challenge notions of strotigly communities, concepts
such as communication, dialogue and mutual con#ruof knowledge seem to
be more central within networked learning theorgisTdifference is also reflected
in online postings where Siemens expresses a discowith the term ‘collective
intelligence’, and argues instead for the term femtive intelligence’:

"For reasons of motivation, self-confidence, antikzction, it is critical that we can
retain ourselves and our ideas in our collaboratiith others. Connective intelligences
permits this. Collective intelligence results in@rer-writing of individual identity”
(Siemens (2008), Collective Intelligence? Nah. Gative Intelligence section, para 3)

As discussed by Mackness et al. (2010) connectigsems to emphasise and
value the autonomy of the learners and cooperétiegvorked) interdependencies
over more strongly tied, collaborative dependencmsch as groups (which
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Downes (2007) argue are exclusionary vehiclesfdsér conformity and rule out
diversity (potentially resulting in walled-in eclotrambers).

“It has been suggested by Downes and Siemenshiattiole idea of an educational
course needs to be reconceived (Siemens, 2009b)tfre traditional, closed group,
highly structured course, where students are degméruh tutors, to open networks of
self-directed learners. [...] Downes (2007a, 2008920 has suggested that the key
characteristics of an online course using connisttprinciples are autonomy, diversity,
openness, and connectedness and interactivityotAumy’ allows learners maximum
choice of where, when, how, with whom and even whdearn. ‘Diversity’ ensures that
learners are from a sufficiently diverse populatem@void group-think and ‘echo-
chambers’ (McRae, 2006).” (Mackness et al. 201267).

In this sense, the notion of ‘learner-centerednesgms to become strongly
equated with individual freedom or autonomy ovey &rm of organisation or
dependency between learners. We do agree thatyrstyictured courses, where
cohorts of students are herded through a predefieedf learning goals and mate-
rials provided only by teachers and tutors can feblpmatic. We also agree that
group-thinking and echo-chambers can potentialbdpce alienation and exclu-
sion (Ferreday & Hodgson 2008). However, we thimdd the relatively radical in-
dividualist focus might be in danger of overlookipgsitive aspects of collabora-
tive or communal learning processes, and we dagige that such orchestrations
of learning necessarily preclude learner autonomgigersity. In the following
we shall discuss this through illustrating our cevohestrations and continued de-
velopment of learning practices at Aalborg UnivigrsiVe do not mean to go into
details about any particular setups, systems orsesurather we try to describe
the pathways and lines of thinking we are pursaind developing.

The Aalborg PBL model — Our Networked Learning Pitae

The foundational pedagogy of Aalborg University (BAis a project based,
problem oriented approach at times referred tchasAialborg PBL-model (Kol-
mos et al. 2004) or problem-oriented project pedgg(POPP) (Dirckinck-
Holmfeld 2002). It represents a strongly tiedllaborative organisation of learn-
ing, where students are mutually dependent on etedr, throughout a whole se-
mester; but also represents a high degree of ledreedom. The problem-
oriented project pedagogy was the institutionalggedjical foundation for estab-
lishing Aalborg University (1974) and Roskilde Uergity Center (1972) in Den-
mark. In the late eighties it also became the basi®pen online education pro-
grams and research within online learning (see@ilser chapters in this book).
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At that time the approach represented a radicahgegical turn where the fo-
cus shifted from a model based on delivery of imfation and knowledge towards
a more critical, experientially based pedagogy. &pproach emphasises learning
as knowledge construction, collaboration in growpsd problem-orientation
(Dirckinck-Holmfeld 2002). The main pedagogical mmiples revolve around
problem-orientation, project work, inter-discipliitg, and participant controlled
learning. The entire learning process is formediadothe students’ own enquiry
into scientific and social problems. Thus, the mataphasises learner freedom
and participant control when it comes to definimgl avorking with their problem.
However, as students are dependent on each othtegiirproject groups and pro-
jects are produced throughout each semester, $tudannot individually follow
their own pace. To understand and find a solutiothé problem, the students go
through different stages of systematic investigetiqpreliminary enquiries, prob-
lem formulation, theoretical and methodological siderations, investigations,
experimentation and reflection (Dirckinck-Holmfe2802). In Aalborg University
each semester is therefore organized around appatedy 50% course work and
50% project work in groups, where students collat®opn writing their semester
project. The students work closely together foreatended period of time (4
months), on formulating, identifying and ‘solvintjieir problem, and write a final
project report. A continued research effort hasbieeidentify ways in which to
support and develop this pedagogical model (focampus, as well as for off-
campus students) through experimenting with varteahnologies, learning envi-
ronments and tools. There has been a strong fatusw to support groups in
virtual environments, by providing them with e.dpaged file spaces, calendars
and other tools to support coordination and coltation. This has drawn specifi-
cally on CSCL and CSCW (Computer Supported Cooperat/ork) research
(Tolsby et al. 2002; Tolsby 2009; Dirckinck-Holmde?002). In these efforts, we
have also been inspired and challenged by the m@)i@f networked learning. In
particular, we have been inspired by notions afrggrand weak ties in learning,
the growing educational interest in web 2.0 (earia networks and personal
learning environments), but also ideas expressed tnonnectivist' approach
(Ryberg & Larsen 2008; Ryberg et al. 2010). Théseslof thinking have particu-
larly raised our awareness about interactimiweengroups,betweenstudents
(and researchers) on the same or across semestevs|l as connectiorisetween
educational programme and the wider world of resesiand researchers.

We are affiliated with one of the most student-ricircampus programmes at
Aalborg University (Humanistic Informatics) whickaently raised the uptake of
students from 90 to 200 students pr. semester.dbnéling has to some degree
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lessened their experience of interactions with, lamowledge of, ‘the other’ stu-
dents. Although lectures/workshops and seminarssaraetimes organised in
‘groups’ of 30-40 students, teachers and supersigparticularly those dealing
with 1-2 semesters students) were worried thatestisdwould only meet each
other and their teachers, in either the tightlyttexl project groups of 3-5 students,
during traditional lectures or in the learning mgement system (used mainly for
announcements, course descriptions and slidesin Brgpedagogical perspective
our concern was (and remains) that the underlyiAgy Aalues of active, critical,
dialogical and participant controlled learning beeoassociated almost exclusive-
ly with the project work, and where the other h&flthe students’ time and work
load will take place in physical and virtual spateiored for mass-customised
education and management. In addition, we haveerascwhether this also af-
fects students’ ‘commonality of experience’ anditltevelopment of a profes-
sional identity or their ongoing processes of ‘haow’ various types of practi-
tioners of ‘Humanistic Informatics’.

We have therefore become increasingly interesteekpioring and designing
learning environments that are not only aimed atually, dependent collabora-
tion in tighly-knitted groups, but also tools and/gonments that seek to leverage
the interaction and transparenmgtweergroups (Ryberg et al. 2010; Dalsgaard &
Paulsen 2009). Likewise, we are pursuing and emperiing with technologies
which can (potentially) leverage and support emmgrdypes of large-scale inter-
actions. We have so far been experimenting withogpen source systems Elgg
and Mahara (which are personal learning environment-portfolio systems) in
combination with other tools. These experimentdggond small-group interac-
tions and instead attempt to harness the valuesg#r, diffuse groups (e.g. wiki-
writing, twitter-streams, online bookmark-sharieg]lective note-taking). In rela-
tion to this, we find the ideas and distinctionepgwsed by Dron & Anderson
(2007) valuable. They suggest that we can distgigbetween three levels of so-
cial aggregations which they term: the group, teievork and the collective (Dron
& Anderson 2007) — these can, from a network pethge all be characterised as
‘networks’ although differently tied and at variablevels of scale. Groups are
more tightly knit social constellations and oftentoally engaged in working with
a common problem, project or task (such as a prgjexup at AAU). Networks
entails more fleeting membership structures anchbaries, are emergent rather
than designed, and do not necessarily revolve drayparticular task. Finally, the
collective has an even looser and more emergamttste with no sense of con-
scious membership or belonging. Collectives areegggions of individuals’ un-
coordinated actions from which e.g. tag-cloudspnemendation systems or page-
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ranking systems emerge. In particular, web 2.0rteldgies have amplified and
rendered the latter two levels of social aggregatiisible. We agree with
Dalsgaard (2006) who argues that students’ (seléeh and managed) personal
tools can support interaction across these diffdeaels of social aggregation. In
this way, we would argue for designs and researhictwaim to combine or
bridge these different social architectures, rathan seeing them as oppositions,
dichotomies or internally contradictory. A focus oallaborative work does not
preclude a simultaneous focus on facilitating thaividual student’'s gradual de-
velopment of a personalised (and shared) set dfrhatks or references (e.g. on
delicious.com or diigo.com). Their creation of peralised social networks which
may include researchers, other students and frifnds inside or outside the in-
stitution could become valuable resources for ottstudents in their
group/semester cohort.

In this way we aim to offer students personal tdotsconstruction, presenta-
tion, reflection and collaboration, while also fdating the sharing and exchange
of various resources across different levels ofasamggregation (the group, the
network and the collective). Thus we want to pldoe individual learner in the
centre, by enabling them to create and maintaieragmal presence, so that stu-
dents, over time, may develop a stronger sensepodfassional identity as a stu-
dent of humanistic informatics — not only througdrtizipation in project groups,
but rather through engaging in a variety of se#i(igside and outside of the uni-
versity) and across different levels of social aggtion. Therefore, an aim is to
support the individual students’ creation of peeddearning trajectories, where
they can connect to communities, networks and ressuof their own interest,
while simultaneously belonging to smaller projeaiugps and communities (such
as a semester) as places to make sense of thesitivef experiences and re-
sources.

We feel that connectivist principles and linestofiking are valuable additions
to our existing organisations of learning, but waud equally argue that there are
some values in more collaborative orchestrationigaring, which we should re-
tain. Connectivism provides an interesting andhifrdew on how knowledge arte-
facts flow in complex social or personalised netsor particularly at levels of
aggregation outside the exclusive control of thdiviidual (the collective), and in
the intersections between multiple contexts. Téia relatively uncharted area, as
many studies within CSCL and Networked Learningceon e.g. a particular
course or a relatively well defined network of pap@ants. In this sense the notion
of connectivism highlight the value of weak tiedjigh is also increasingly being
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explored within networked learning. However, whilennectivism provides us
with a sense of how updated content might flow éamplex variably tied and

scaled networks, it leaves us with few, or uncleaglytic and theoretical notions
in terms of how people make sense of and use tlessearces in actual practice. In
this regard the research areas of networked leguarid CSCL have much to offer
in terms of understanding and analysing how peoplariably scaled networks,

whether strongly or weakly tied, make sense ofpotiate and critically reflect on

‘updated content’ in order to create knowledge laagning.

In this way, we think that a fruitful avenue fosearch and networked learning
practices lies in exploring diverse orchestratiamfisearning arrangements, by
maintaining an openness and variance in termseofythes of connections, rela-
tions and interdependencies we promote.

Concluding remarks

While the mainstream interpretations of web 2.0hhgdt terms such as 'so-
cial', 'learner centred’, and 'collaborative' ourpmse has been to identify and
make visible the subtle differences glossed ovesumh generic terms.

We have argued that there are some underlying ¢lieak differences in how
various perspectives, such as connectivism andankéd learning perceive rela-
tions between the individual and the social, and llbey view cognition and
learning. In relation to this, we have raised samigtcal, more theoretically ori-
ented questions concerning the notion of connexttivand while we believe there
are some valuable insights in connectivism, we h#sge some reservations or un-
certainties in relation to the underlying theoratiperspective. Most importantly
we are unsure whether concepts such as ‘communitiegotiation of meaning’,
‘dialogues’ ‘groups’, ‘social practice’ and ‘collakation’ are glossed over and
forgotten. We are concerned whether notions of aetsv as separate self-
organising cognitive elements, and the strong foonsthe flow of (updated)
knowledge content renders the processes by whadethbjects are produced in-
visible. This, in our view, would severely undetstthe importance of dialogues,
negotiation of meaning, regulations, social prasiand physical, bodily interac-
tion with digital and analogue resources. In additive ask whether the relatively
radical individualist focus is in danger of overkig positive aspects of collabo-
rative or communal learning processes.
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Such underlying differences in perspective can keadifferent preferences in
terms of interactional dependencies (e.g. collab@acooperative or more indi-
vidualised learning strategies), but also in teoh&iow various levels of social
aggregation (groups, networks and collectives) mighpromoted, valued or en-
acted in particular organisations for networkedrigay. We believe that the
emergence of more dispersed networked technolagigdscollective’ or ‘connec-
tive' patterns of interaction hold interesting ogpipoities for expanding existing
designs for e.g. project and problem oriented pega@r collaborative learning -
but without excluding the value of more tightly #ad interactional dependencies.

Following from this, networked learning environmeman be designed and
shaped in different ways depending on the undeglyiew of cognition, learning
and types of interactional dependencies prefeffédy can be designed as con-
stellations of technologies where the individuaisefy form and control their
learning processes by connecting to others foriiapn or resources across the
various levels of aggregation. However, learningimmmments can equally be de-
signed as platforms for strongly tied collaborativerk and dependencies with a
greater level of transparency between the groupgshetween the groups and ex-
ternal resources and materials.

In this way, we would not argue that ‘networkediviglalism' or notions of
personal learning environments necessarily leads émcourage more individual-
ised, consumer-oriented provisions of educationvéier, we feel that we should
remain conscious of the more subtle ways in whiehurnderstand ideas such as
collaboration, participation, and connections im designs for networked learning
arrangements. In particular, as different theoard perspectives that (perhaps)
underpin our designs might encompass, invoke ompte certain interactional
dependencies and underlying views of the relatmta/een individuals.
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