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ABSTRACT

Almost15yearsafterthestartofthedebateoverpersonallearningenvironments(PLE),theconcept
wouldstillappeartobeinfluentialandevenintrinsictodiscussionoverthefutureofeducational
technologyandeducationingeneral.Thispaperaimstoestablishaclearthematiclinkbetweenthe
conceptofPLEsandeducationalacademicliteratureoverthelastdecade,exploringtheinfluence
ofthePLEconceptintheeducationresearchpapers.Todothis,itusesasystematizedreviewof
academicliteraturethatrelatesthePLEconcepttothreethemesidentifiedasmostrelevantinthat
fieldduringthelastdecade:emergingpedagogicalpractices,professionalteacherdevelopment,and
self-regulatedlearning.Theanalysisisfocusedonwhether(andhow)thePLEconcepthasintersected
eachofthethemes,thelevelofimportanceofthatintersectionineachoneofthem,andthewayin
whichtheconceptis‘materialized’.Thepurposeistounderstandhow(andif)aconceptthathasits
originineducationaltechnologyhasbeenadaptedtootherareasofeducationalresearch.
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INTRodUCTIoN

Theterm“PersonalLearningEnvironment”appearstohaveemergedattheannualJISC-CETIS(Joint
Information Systems Committee Centre for Educational Technology Interoperability Standards)
conferencein2004(Martindale&Dowdy,2010)andattractedmoreprominencefromScottWilson’s
(2005)presentationof“VLEofthefuture”atthefollowingyear’sconferencewherePLEsemerged
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asamajortheme.PLEswerethefocusoftheseriesofPLEconferencesheldbetween2010and2014.
PLEsalsobecameasubjectforacademicresearchincludingthepublicationofanumberofSpecial
Editionsof journals focusedon the topic (e.g., eLearningPapers2007,2013,DigitalEducation
Review2010,2011and2015,InternationalJournalofVirtualandPersonalLearningEnvironments
2011and2013,JournalofLiteracyandTechnology2014,CulturayEducación2014,Edutec-e2016,
JournalofNewApproachesinEducationalResearch2017)aswellasindividualpapers,conference
presentations,literaturereviewsandmeta-analyses.

However,asasocio-technicalfieldofdebateineducation,thedefinitionofPersonalLearning
Environmentshasbeencontested.Onefocushasbeenontheplatformsandtoolsusedbylearners:
Petrushyna(2009)says the“PersonalLearningEnvironmentdescribes the tools,communities,
andservicesthatconstitutetheindividualeducationalplatformslearnersusetodirecttheirown
learningandpursueeducationalgoals.”MarkvanHarmelen(2006)definesPersonalLearning
Environmentsas“systemsthathelplearnerstakecontrolofandmanagetheirownlearning.This
includesprovidingsupport for learners to set theirown learninggoals,manage their learning;
managingbothcontentandprocess,communicatewithothersintheprocessoflearningandthereby
achievelearninggoals.APLEmaybecomposedofoneormoresub-systems:Assuchitmaybe
adesktopapplicationorcomposedofoneormoreweb-basedservices.”OthershaveseenPLEsin
termsofaccesstolearningresources:“Anecosystemofconnectededucationalresourcesfacilitated
bya(large)setoftoolsandfuelledbycollaborationopportunitiesfacilitatingtheconsumptionof
contentthatenablesanincreasedunderstandingofspecificknowledgedomains”(Kraus,2007).A
furtherideaseesPLEsintermsofpersonalknowledgenetworksincludingnon-digitalresources:
“it includesmywife,friendsandworkcolleagues,mytenniscoach,mybooks,magazinesand
newspapers, theTVIwatch, thefilmsIsee, theradioprogrammesthatI listento”(Shepherd,
2007).TheideaofpersonalspaceshasbeenraisedbyMohamedAmineChattietal(2010):“APLE
isnotonlyapersonalspace,whichbelongstoandiscontrolledbythelearner,butisalsoasocial
landscapethatoffersmeanstoconnectwithotherpersonalspacesinordertoleverageknowledge
withinopenandemergentknowledgeecologies.”Theygoontosay:“ThedistributedPLEscanbe
looselyconnectedtobuildaknowledgeecology(which)isopen,distributed,diverse,emergent,
self-organized,andlearner-controlled.”Attwell(2007)alsofocusesontheideaoflearneragency:
“the most compelling argument for the PLE”, he said, “is to develop educational technology
whichcanrespondtothewaypeopleareusingtechnologyforlearningandwhichallowsthemto
themselvesshapetheirownlearningspaces,toformandjoincommunitiesandtocreate,consume,
remix,andsharematerial.”ThatisalsoreflectedintheCastañeda&Adell(2013)perspectiveof“a
combinationoftools,sourcesofinformation,connectionsandactivitieseachpersonusesregularly
tolearn,aswellastheattitudesandcognitivemechanismsthatusestodoit”.

TheideaofPLEshasoftenbeencontrastedtothatoftheVirtualLearningEnvironment(VLE).
YetCastañedaandSelwyn(2018)seePLEasessentiallyapedagogicapproachtousingtechnology
forlearningwhileVLEsareaneducationalmanagementsystem,implementedinthecontextofthe
steadycorporatizationofhighereducation.

Attwell(2019)saystherehasbeenconfusionoverthedifferencesbetweenPLEsandpersonalised
learning.“Personalisedlearningreferstothedevelopmentofrecommendersystemsandtheincreasing
useofArtificialIntelligenceineducationtoprovidedifferentlearningpathwaysandmaterialsfor
individualleanerswithinthecurriculum.Yetthesetechnologieshavepotentialforassistinglearners
indevelopingtheirPLE.”

Aswehavetriedtoshowinthisillustrativebutnotexhaustiveapproach,thedefinitionsofthe
PLEcoverawiderangeofideas,includingeducationaltechnology,theuseofsocialnetworksfor
learning,newpedagogicapproachestolearning,includingtheroleofteachers,personallearning
networks,informalandnon-formallearningandthedifferentcontextsinwhichlearningtakesplace
andtheagencyofindividualswithinthelearningprocess.
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