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This paper reports on a recent project at the Centre for Educational Technology and Interoperability Standards (CETIS) on an emerging phenomenon in e-Learning: the Personal Learning Environment (PLE). Through this work, we have argued that technological developments in education have often served to increase complexity on both learners and teachers, thereby acting as barriers to effective learning. We report on the socio-cybernetic arguments for this position using the VSM and highlight the findings of some initial trials of this approach.

The VSM can be used to model the education system at many levels of recursion. At the learner cognitive level, we identify that the use of tools entails management of instrumental skills to facilitate structural coupling. The wider the range of instruments, the greater the complexity of this management challenge for learners. At a higher level of recursion, we identify that instrumental diversity in education results from institutional control of technology, where each institution makes different technological demands on learners. This institutional control sets up a number of pathological processes whereby self-maintenance of centrally-controlled technology entails further increasing complexity at other levels of the system. The PLE advocates a shift in the ‘locus of control’ towards technological coordination that is situated around individual learners. The move to this situation is facilitated by the rise of Service Oriented Architecture, the increasing power of personal technology and ‘social software’. With personal coordination of technology there are direct improvements in the variety management not only at the learner cognitive level, but with knock-on effects throughout the higher levels of recursion. 

The PLE has significant pedagogical and organisation implications, and we conclude by reporting on a recent pilot of PLE technologies in a teaching and learning context. Here we show how the pedagogical affordances of the technology allow for more efficacious teacher intervention, and an approach to teaching and learning which is fundamentally more holistic. Beyond the impact on pedagogical strategies, we also show how the PLE has implications for the future of technological coordination within educational institutions, and how the broader structural role of educational institutions may be transformed by new technology.

