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The changing learning landscape
Social learning has been around for a long time.  Albert Bandura was one of the first writers in this back in the 70s, but the social learning aspect where we like to talk to other people ...by nature we are social beings, and I think this software is just enabling something that we actually like to do.  Networks I think are a really valuable development that the software is enabling.  These loosely-formed connections or compacts that we have with people that can be constantly shifting with our need or focus of research or areas that we are interested in is much further than just our classroom or institutional boundaries.  All of a sudden we can now choose a topic and communicate on a world-wide basis either with experts, other practitioners – really anyone – and that’s very engaging and enriching from a learning perspective.  I’ve always found a classroom quite frustrating, when you get essays and things back that are basically regurgitated what I’ve already told them.  I know what I already think – I want to know what they think and the network side of it is certainly allowing that to happen more so than I’ve ever seen before.  

The community aspect – I think of communities as a little bit more closed – with like-minded people and the danger of echo-chambers.  If I’m in a group with like-minded people, we just keep talking about things that we already know and we already like. That doesn’t leave us open to a lot of examination from those arguing against us, and I think in my practice with social software, I can hang out with other practitioners who do what I do and we say ‘aren’t we wonderful and isn’t this great?’ but we don’t get out enough into areas and work with others who don’t necessarily agree or haven’t been exposed to it.  So the community thing can become quite an echo-chamber.  I think that’s dangerous.  I’d like to see them more in these loosely-formed networks where people can come in and offer critique – not criticism – but informed critique, and we get some rich debate happening around issues rather than the more closed behavioural thing within a community of practice that we used to see.  The learner’s ability to then comfortably mix in these environments seems really empowering for them as well.  They don’t seem to hesitate and I think you will see the younger ones as very natural communicators.  We keep hearing these things that they only send SMS and whatever, but they are very natural communicators in a technology environment and I think that will enrich their learning as well.

What’s different about social software?

I think that what is different with social software is that we have suddenly got the ability to participate with our learners, not necessarily as the expert standing at the front of the classroom, which does bother some educators – they do like that role – but the learners are now becoming empowered to actively engage with content.  They can now create, publish, distribute, read, re-create learning themselves, so that is very empowering and it’s engaging.  You’re moving away from a traditional model of transmission–acquisition: ‘here I am the educator – I transmit information to you – I’m the expert, you’ve acquired it, now go off and do it’.  We are moving right away from that – that was a very passive learner environment – to these learner-generated software applications that allow us to acknowledge that, particularly with adult learners, and that’s really anyone over 18. Once they’ve left school and they’ve hit our educational institutions, they’ve got experience, they know stuff and the younger ones coming through know a lot.

We’ve got so much information available at our fingertips and getting them to regenerate that and make sense out of it in their own context is hugely empowering.  I think our role as educators then is going to have to shift dramatically or we will inhibit it and we will start to get dissatisfied learners who will be demanding that we provide them with better opportunities.  I think the opportunities are enormous but there’s going to be a lot of shifting required from a number of perspectives from highest level organisational cultural institutional stuff through to the educators in their own practice through to the learners.  
It’s definitely going to enrich the ways we can deliver our delivery options and I think it’s going to augment standard classrooms.  I had a class on Saturday and they come in what we call ‘block format’ so they spend far too many hours on a Saturday, like we do – about six hours on a Saturday rather than coming for four weeks on a weekly basis – and what they said it does for them, is...what I can do is we will do a lot of learning in the asynchronous or off-line sort of environments, and then when we get together we use the classroom face-to-face environment totally differently and that becomes a discussion and they get to debrief and talk more, than me having to deliver content.  So we are enriching, again, our social interactions with some of the software applications and we are allowing them to examine content differently, have exchanges with other students, prior to perhaps debriefing it.  I think it is augmenting a lot of what we already do.  Even my weekly classes I would expect them to do a certain amount of online work in between classes.  Again, consolidating what’s happened in class.

Everyone seems to assume that classes are the perfect option.  Well we know that classrooms are not perfect – far from it – so let’s take some of these opportunities and see if we can actually do something with them rather than just shut them out and say ‘no, we don’t have the software for that or we don’t have this’. 

Issues and challenges for moving to social e-learning
The issues and challenges that face practitioners, as educators, are going to be quite substantial I think for a while.  My own research for my PhD confirmed some of the…what I call ‘inhibitors’ to the use of social software and enabling people.

The three key areas that we are going to be challenged by: firstly, the organisational context. Depending on where it is that you work – the culture of the organisation – is it a supportive culture that encourages people to share?  I mean social software is actually all about openly sharing resources and knowledge.  If you come from a work environment where you protect your own knowledge – if you fear losing your job or whatever – that will be a problem.  If the technology infrastructure within the organisational context doesn’t support the use of social software, there are all sorts of firewalls, cookies disabled – everything seems to be disabled – that enables us to do what we need to do with social software, so that’s going to need to be addressed along with the policies that go with the approach to that.  So the organisational context has really got to be supportive for us as educators to embed this, or they send us off into stealth-mode, like I’ve done a number of times in institutions, where I set up my own servers and networks separately outside the institution to enable this to occur.  That main one is organisational.  
The learners themselves will have some inhibitors and challenges that we need to address.  The digital literacy levels of individuals is of concern.  There are a number of writings about that and by digital literacy – I’ve actually got two aspects to that.  One is their computer literacy – how savvy they are at being able to use and work their way around the software, and that needs strategies put in place to assist them – but also their information literacy.  One of our critical roles as educators is to be able to help them distinguish between what are credible, useful, authentic resources, particularly if we are using social book marking and some of these other things.  They seem to blindly believe anything that they read on a website, but we need to enable them to have some kind of critical analysis around that.  So, that is an issue.

I’ve seen some resistance to learning with social software which is basically from learners who are not self-directed.  They just want to be told.  They’ve been very much conditioned by older methods of transmission and acquisition.  They just want to be told.  So, they get quite resistant and again we need some strategies to push them a little bit further, but engaging them with some of the media-rich sources that we can use generally gets them across the line.

One of the other learner issues is identity.  Some people find it very awkward to be writing in this public manner.  They are happy to discuss it in class but it’s not there in writing and when they see it in writing, there for exposure for everyone to examine and come back to and refer back to – they do take some time to adjust to that sort of exposure.  That can be quite frightening for some learners and that needs encouragement again from the teachers, facilitators, lecturers, whoever they are. 

The educators themselves need to really take a look at their own practice.  I suggested in a faculty meeting recently that a few people stand on their heads and look at the world differently.  That wasn’t a winning strategy but it is about looking at our own practices.  Are we inclined to stand at the front of a room as the expert and espouse all sorts of stuff without the learners being able to engage or examine those concepts we are talking about?  I think I’ve probably said it before somewhere, that our danger is that we just renovate our current practice with technology, rather than redesigning.  In redesigning, engaging our learners so much more and acknowledging their experiences and drawing that in to make them more rich environments.  So our pedagogical practices have to be examined very closely on an individual basis. Some people may choose not to follow those paths with social software and I think we have to accept that that is not going to be everybody’s style.  

I guess in Australia, our other issue is access to the internet.  All of this is underpinned by access to the internet.  Right now we don’t have great access.  We don’t have great speed and you only have to move out of the main metropolitan city areas and we have got trouble.  Until we get that managed we have to consider that in our design of our learning landscape and think about ‘can they publish offline?’  There are some quite good software applications coming out now that allow us to do all our drafting and things offline and then when we can get onto the internet we can upload our content.  I think if people are in those areas where access is an issue, we need to consider how they are going to do that and design accordingly.  
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