14) Designing Spaces for personalising learning: Spaces for personalising learning or personalising spaces for learning? by Tom Franklin & Jill Armstrong

We suggest … the need for a focus on spaces in which to personalise learning rather than on personalising of spaces for learning.
Introduction

This paper argues that there are two potential purposes for personalising learning spaces, and that they have different implications for the both the student's learning and the technology. The purposes can be understood as a space in which to personalise learning or personalising of a space for learning.  Note that the former is primarily pedagogic, and the latter technical.  If personalised learning is conceived as a problem of creating owned personalised space for learning, then customisation of that space through the learner making choices leads to lack of potential interoperability and learning collaboration and maintaining or integrating any system over time.  If personalised learning is conceived as a problem of creating owned personalised learning goals, then the system can be built around the pedagogic needs and does not need to lead to loss of interoperability or potential collaboration.  Any customisation here is at the margins because the choice and personalisation is in the learning goals not the learning space.  We outline a conceptual approach to both forms of personalising, comment on  learner motivation and then give focus to some issues involved in designing spaces for personalising learning.

Conceptualising personalised learning/personalisation

‘Personalising learning’ carries a range of potential meanings that are used in a variety of contexts, mostly without explanation.  One way of grasping the conceptual thinking is to consider whether the idea of personalising is being focussed through the technology/space, or whether the focus is through the learning.  Secondly to aid understanding, it is usually possible to consider the concept as a dichotomy, by providing it with a context.  The following have been used to conceive the idea of personalising learning.

Dichotomies

Focus of 'personalising' on the space (system)

· Individualism/collaboration

· Customisation/standardisation

· Student designed or managed/institution designed or managed

· Personal space/classroom space

· De-institutionalised learner/institutionalised learner

· Individuated/community based

Focus of 'personalising' on the learning

· Pedagogy led/systems led

· Reflection/transcript

· Learner centred/curriculum centred

· Learner centred/teacher centred

· Learner goals/formal education goals

· Personal ownership/institution ownership

These dichotomies provide conceptualisations that help us towards what needs to be considered in designing spaces for personalising learning.

Design considerations

Motivation for personalised learning

One of the keys to successfully building personalisable learning spaces is to understand the learner's motivation for wanting to customise their ‘space’ and have pedagogic and other tools needed to achieve their personal learning goals.  Both appearance and function of a ‘learning space’ can be customised within the limits imposed by the need to maintain interoperability.  Some motivations are:

· Personal satisfaction

· To achieve a greater sense of ownership

· To embed the learning in other areas (notably work)

· To use preferred tools

· To build on previous work

· To use different devices (eg. PCs, PDAs and Smartphones)

Tools need to be integrated so that meaningful workflows are supported.  It is also essential that the ability to personalise does not drive systems to only offer the highest common factor in terms of functionality.

Designing effective 'spaces' for personalised learner goals, which allows for both customisation and interoperability across the institution, and beyond presents considerable challenges in terms of design for learning.  This includes;

Learning

· Support for negotiation with tutors, peers and employers.  This effectively means agreeing the learning goals, identifying the gap between that and the student's current understanding and hence the learning that is needed.  

· Support for integration of learning - lifelong learning means that learning is building on previous experience (education, work and leisure). At the very least the student should be able to integrate all their learning from disparate sources into a meaningful whole which includes more than simply linking units of learning together.  An interesting model here might be "TheBrain" http://www.thebrain.com .

· Support for integration of learning with work and leisure - This assumes that learning has some goal - whether instrumental or personal development - and means that the learning space needs very strong links into other spaces, which implies the need for common standards and ways of linking the learning into those other spaces and information, discussions and activities in those spaces into the learning space.

Teaching and course development

Many of the issues for teaching are the same as for learning, however there are also a number of considerations around design to support personal learning, so as well as the ones discussed above there is:

· Support for development of courses including locating and assembling content

· Support for diagnostics and personal course planning

· Support for content re-use

Customisation

Customisation can occur at the student, course or institutional level.  Should the student (or teacher) be able to make the learning space look and behave differently on different courses?  There will be tensions between the customisations that the teacher produces for effective teaching and personalisation’s that the student wants for effective learning, and this may be critical to the entire enterprise of personalisation.

Customisation is required at the student level, particularly if we are to meet the DfES strategy which wants to: "Provide a personalised online learning space for every learner." and that "in the future it will be … a digital space that is personalised, that remembers what the learner is interested in and suggests relevant web sites, or alerts them to courses and learning opportunities that fit their needs."  (DfES 2005) Here we are moving beyond simple customisation/personalisation to much more active role for the learning space that encompasses push technologies based on a complex model of the student's current knowledge, motivations and goals, but raises questions of who controls this (the individual, the institution or the state).

Finally, customisation occurs at a number of different levels within the learning space:

· the appearance (or skin)

· the tools available 

· the way the tools behave

Interoperability

To enable students to have personalisable and customisable learning spaces interoperability will be required between systems - both technical systems and institutional systems (schools / colleges / universities / employment).  Currently these are still at their infancy, with standards primarily concerned with the syntax used to exchange information.  Without a rich shared semantic model however, it will be difficult to exchange data between systems.  Thus we will need:

· Technical standards for interoperability that work across institutions and technologies and time

· System level structures that support sharing of information (Cross institutional integration)

Learning spaces - as metaphors

‘Learning space’ is only one of many ways of conceptualising the presentation to the learner of their learning, and a number of specific ‘space’ metaphors could be selected that help the learner in understanding the purpose and potential of the ‘space’.  Each metaphor opens up many ideas on how to engage with the environment, but equally closes down others.

Classroom

Many virtual learning environments have elements that relate to classrooms and classroom management - with the lecturer having control and issuing content as it is needed.  This is unsurprising as it is usual for new technologies to mimic the old before expanding to undertake previously impossible activities.  

Desk

This is a particular type of space and is the one that is familiar both from the real world and from the virtual world (where it is the metaphor used by Windows).  It suggests a particular method of working and of organising ones information.

Communication centre

A completely different way of thinking about virtual environments is to consider them as communication centres which provide access to a wide variety of different channels and resources (people, documents etc.).  The model requires re-thinking the way that we design interfaces and use the computer, but relates more closely to some of the pedagogic models that focus on communication, collaboration and engagement rather than content.

Personal organiser

Personal Digital Organisers (PDA) loosely follow a metaphor of the personal organiser with sections for diaries, address books, to do lists, notes etc.  with other functionality coming later.  Consequently they have a very different look and feel to the desk top PC or laptop, and this is not just because of the different form factor and lack of a keyboard. 

Portfolio

An interesting metaphor might be the learning environment as portfolio.  This would then build on other important strategies from the DfES, HEFCE etc on the use of portfolios, and would put at the centre of the learning space the collection of evidence of learning and reflection upon learning.  

Study with meeting room

A study would clearly indicate that it is a space owned by the learner, to be organised to their needs. This creates a clear recognition about ownership and purpose and if each study has an adjoining 'meeting room' where collaboration and communications can be pursued, both individual and collaborative needs can be met.

In short then, the metaphor that underlies systems has an extremely powerful impact on what the users can do most readily and how we engage with them.  Whether users will be able to choose systems that reflect their preferred metaphor will have a huge impact.

Conclusion
We have argued for clarity in both the discourse on personalising learning and how we conceive this to ensure a common understanding and approach to thinking and development of personalisation.  For effective design of learning spaces we suggest the need for an appropriate metaphor for ‘personalised learning spaces’ and we have considered the need for a focus on spaces in which to personalise learning rather than on personalising of spaces for learning. Forms of customisation can support this aim, but customisation needs to operate within systems that are interoperable, can be integrated and sustained over time.
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