Open Access Library Journal
2017, Volume 4, e3608

ISSN Online: 2333-9721

ISSN Print: 2333-9705

Personal Learning Environments and the
Diversity of Digital Natives

Phillip L. Davidson

School of Advanced Studies, University of Phoenix, Phoenix, Arizona, USA

Email: phil.davidson@phoenix.edu

How to cite this paper: Davidson, P.L.
(2017) Personal Learning Environments
and the Diversity of Digital Natives. Open
Access Library Journal, 4: e3608.
https://doi.org/10.4236/0alib.1103608

Received: April 14, 2017
Accepted: May 13,2017
Published: May 16, 2017

Copyright © 2017 by author and Open
Access Library Inc.

This work is licensed under the Creative
Commons Attribution International
License (CC BY 4.0).
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

Abstract

Personal learning environments (PLEs) are defined as an approach that inte-
grates informal and formal teaching with tools and technologies which are
part of web 2.0. Web 2.0 refers to the collection of applications common to
internet users such as blogs, wikis, social media, and other forms of collabora-
tion and instant communication. The force behind the momentum to make
PLEs available to our students is a belief that students are younger and more
technologically adept, sometimes termed “digital natives.” The argument is
that these digital natives, who were born into a total digital age, will learn bet-
ter if they have the tools they commonly use, such as social networking and
IM, to complete their school work. PLEs involve collaboration among peers
through a variety of technologies. While much of the academic research seems
to have accepted the premise that our younger students think and learn in a
unique way, other research supports the idea that a total dedication to PLEs
might be an error and might work against the ability of students to learn.
These arguments, pro and con, are found within this paper as well as a brief
discussion of the challenges the implementation of PLEs might have on a
university’s ability to support such a process. There are significant concerns
about the readiness of faculty for the implementation of PLEs. There is con-
cern, as well, regarding the ability of universities to pay the costs of modifying
their online learning system infrastructure to support full access to web 2.0
within the university’s current technology and security systems.
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1. Introduction

Discussions of how we educate (e.g. pedagogy versus andragogy) and how we
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learn are engaging topics that have occupied the attention of authors and educa-
tors for at least a hundred years. A difficulty, however, may occur when the dis-
cussion gets involved with the fechnology of learning. The difficulty arises be-
cause there is a plethora of technologies and a wide variation in student skills
and learning styles. The technologies now available for teaching, learning, and
online collaboration are almost uncountable, and the number expands virtually
every day. The value of these different technologies is in the diversity of the
tools. The diversity of the technologies and tools allows for a wider incorpora-
tion of a diverse student body. Having access to a wide variety of communica-
tion, collaboration, and other classroom tools that fit the student’s needs seems
like the next logical step forward.

There is an assumption, as noted in the works of Allen and Seaman (2013) [1],
that it is essential that institutions of higher learning incorporate all the web 2.0
tools in order for students to enhance their ability to collaborate, communicate,
and learn. The ability of students to personalize and choose the tools they use to
learn is strongly supported by many energetic academics. That powerful support
threatens to preclude a serious discussion about some of the underlying assump-
tions involved with the use of PLEs in teaching, and the possible downside PLEs
might have with learning or education itself.

The purpose of this paper is to examine some of the modern technologies be-
ing put in place within education, specifically the tools and technologies that de-
scribe “Personal Learning Environments” (PLEs) which involve the tools asso-
ciated with web 2.0. The paper continues with an examination of the mindset
that is actively pushing for the implementation of PLEs, based on the belief that
our new learners have a different mental framework. Described as “digital na-
tives” by Prensky, 2001 [2], the argument is being made that our students are
fundamentally different from previous generations. This perceived fundamental
difference is the impetus behind the increasing pressure to implement PLEs.

Within this paper, the discussion will deal only with the online learning.
There is an important reason for this focus. Increasingly, students worldwide are
making use of distance learning via the internet. A survey by the Babson Survey
Group, Allen and Seaman, 2013 [1] indicated nearly seven million students in
the United States (almost a third of the total student population) have taken at
least one online class. Despite the ongoing debate about online versus traditional
educational pathways, online education has grown four to five times faster than
traditional educational pathways [1]. The growth of online education is largely
attributed to the technology, such as the internet, which allows students who
cannot afford to quit their jobs or travel to live on a campus, the ability to get a
quality education. The effect of technology on education is clear and the fact that
more students can avail themselves on learning opportunities must be consi-
dered a plus.

The challenge and the concern, however, is not the technologies, but the stu-
dents. The problem is that so much attention has been given to the technologies,

that the students have almost become secondary. In addition, the gross generali-
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zation about the student population seems to have been so widely accepted that
very few discussions about the individual students are taking place. This reduc-
tion in diverse thinking about our learners runs counter to the purported pur-
poses of PLEs, which is the ability to deal with tremendous diversity within our

students’ learning styles. These issues need to be examined more closely.

2. Personal Learning Environments

The definition of Personal Learning Environments is still evolving, but one defi-
nition offered by Dabbagh and Kitsantas, 2012 [3] was “a ... pedagogical ap-
proach for both integrating formal and informal learning using social media and
supporting student self-regulated learning in higher education contexts” (p. 3).
Personal learning environments frequently include discussions of Web 2.0,
which is the integration of the various tools available on the internet (e.g. blogs,
wikis, and social networking) towards a singular purpose [3]. Conradie, 2014 [4]
argued that PLEs reflect a new paradigm that reflects a “more intrinsic approach
to learning in the 21 [sic] century” (p. 254). Are PLEs a new paradigm or a more
focused use of technologies?

Personal learning environments are a growing trend in online education with
an emphasis on students being able to define their own learning environment.
The focus is on self-directed learning, allowing students to take an assignment,
and research it through both traditional and non-traditional means (internet,
blogs, wikis, social-media, etc.). Students are also encouraged to collaborate with
other students in completion of their assignments. This process of collaboration
and use on non-traditional data for completion of assignments is one significant
concern of faculty related to PLEs.

While there has been significant discussion in the research literature over the
last ten years regarding PLEs, most of the discussion is still contradictory and
theoretical. Researchers continue to argue about the definition [5] or the poten-
tial [6], yet there has been some impressive and interesting research. Jorg, Alex-
ander, and Ulrike, 2014 [7] suggested ways to bring existing tools and services
together for PLE creation, while Victoria, Jesus, & Barbara, 2014 [8] provided an
exploratory study of two PLE configurations. The research has been interesting
and promising. For those academics that see the ability of different tools possibly
enhancing student learning, the idea is exciting. The concern is that, in our ex-
citement for the latest technologies, we may be overlooking the teaching of es-
sential knowledge skills that make PLEs potentially valuable. Even more poten-
tially bothersome is the blanket assumption that all our students are “digital na-

tives” and can benefit from this new “paradigm”.

3. Digital Natives

Prensky 2001 [2] was the first to coin the term “digital natives.” Prensky tried to
make the case that the students of today are not just different, as all generations
are always a little different from the previous generation. Prensky argued that

the change in these younger students (born about 2000 and beyond) is so fun-
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damentally different from any changes in the past, that he borrowed a term from
artificial intelligence (AI), referring to this change as a “singularity.” A singular-
ity from the perspective of Al refers to the future possibility of super computers
that become self-aware. While that may not have been Prensky’s meaning, he
argues that, because of today’s younger students having grown up in a total digi-
tal age, these students process information differently. Prensky goes as far as to
suggest that these new students may even have evolved different brain struc-
tures. If this is an accurate representation, which has not been affirmed in re-
search, then it could be seen how faculty, even computer literate faculty, whom
Prensky defines as “digital immigrants,” might be ineffective in teaching these
new digital natives.

The idea of digital natives (AKA n-gen [for the internet generation]) or d-gen
(or the digital generation), was not a new idea with Prensky. The millennials
(AKA Gen-Y) who were born around 1985 and later, have been frequently de-
scribed as students who “do not know a world without computers,” (p. 98) [9].
The point, however, is not the names or the generations, but about the casting of
an entire generation as a unified group of people. Agreed that those born after
1985 (definitions differ) may be unfamiliar with photographic film or rotary
phones, the question is not about different experiences but about whether they
learn differently. Because these generations have been immersed in a digital
world, the media and a great deal of academic research has been devoted to
painting these generations as completely different and unique [10] [11]. While it
is interesting and useful to understand how one generation might differ from
another, there is a real concern that, from the perspective of academics, we
might treat these students so differently that we forget the real purpose of what
we are trying to accomplish. There is also the question as to whether these
younger generations are really all that different.

In an article published in the Educause library, 2009 [12] about PLEs, it is
stated that PLEs “require students to engage in ongoing decision-making to
maintain, organize, and grow their learning environments. The process of self-
directed learning requires a degree of self-awareness, and it must be given time
to mature” (para. 5). The article continues, “Some students, however, may have
never taken the time to think about their own metacognition or to reflect on
how they learn best” (para. 5). The suggestion is that while PLEs offer a wide va-
riety of interesting, visual, and digital tools that appear interesting to the d-gen
students, the students may not be ready to mentally handle the responsibilities
inherent with the PLE environment. Some students might resist this approach
and do worse.

In a study by Vance, 2012 [13], a large group of university students (N = 1847)
was surveyed. The students indicated that they liked the online social interac-
tion, which might be expected. However, the students also showed a preference
for traditional instruction with online support. One telling statement from that
study noted that, “While students acknowledge how Web 2.0 activities and

technology can promote critical thinking and reflection, they had doubts about
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the quality of education related to those activities” (p. 490). At the same time,
there are good studies by Gallego and Gamiz, 2014 [14] and del Barrio-Garcia,
Arquero, and Romero-Frias, 2015 [15] demonstrating the perceived usefulness
of PLEs by students which have demonstrated positive learning and knowledge
acquisition.

The goal is not to discourage universities from implementing Web 2.0 tools
(those that are used in PLEs). The concern is that the rush to implement these
new technologies may be made without further consideration of the impact on
students. Students favor the use of the digital technologies that they use for rec-
reation. If those technologies, such as texting and social networking, add to their
ability to learn, then this is a positive step forward. However, PLEs are basically
self-directed learning environments. As the Educause [12] article suggested, we
cannot be certain that it is in the students’ best interest to turn them loose with-
out a better understanding of the proper pedagogy to help them utilize all the
tools they have available. How to we assure ourselves that students have the skills
to filter information as found on the internet? What are we leaving out of the
process to help the students understand about learning?

One consideration that cannot be ignored is the teachers themselves, those
that Prensky [2] would label as “Digital Immigrants.” Faculty are typically older
and are not part of those generations totally immersed in digital technologies.
While many have implemented digital media and social networking in their
classes, there may be a need to spend some significant time with faculty first.
Shaikh and Khoja, 2014 [16] conducted a Delphi study on PLEs and teacher
readiness to teach in those environments. The results indicated that while the
teachers selected were positive about the idea, traditional pedagogical tools need

to be updated and training is essential.

4. The Dollars and Cents of PLEs

Several financial aspects need to be considered in the discussion of personal
learning environments. Most PLEs are designed to run within established
Learning Management Systems (LMSs), which is a positive. However, there are
the issues of communication between disparate systems and students using mul-
tiple personal devices that may or may not communicate effectively with the
LMS. This area has not been studied in a substantive way.

Another area that has not been well studied is the disparities in access to the
technologies available in PLEs. Most of the studies done to date are in developed
countries. That should not stop the developed countries from implementing
tools that enhance a student’s ability to learn, but are those people born after
1985 in developing countries still classified as “digital natives?” Does this widen
the digital divide that already exists?

One last economic issue is the competition for students. As the number of on-
line programs and universities increase, the competition for students has also
increased. As far back as 2005, Dronholz [17] noted that institutions of higher

learning are finding it increasingly difficult to be profitable or meet their ex-
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penses, so the competition to enroll new students and to retain current students
is significant. Personal Learning Environments are potentially a highly effective
marketing tool in attracting the younger learners. There is a responsibility
(hopefully) that institutions focusing on the implementation of PLEs are primar-

ily focused on providing a quality education over a positive financial statement.

5. Conclusion: The Intellectual Implications for Students

Personal learning environments are exciting for those that enjoy technological
innovation. In this short paper, PLEs have been briefly outlined. PLEs use Web
2.0 tools that allow students to seek answers and collaborate on their schoolwork
using a wide variety of pathways include social networking, texting, or writing
blogs. This idea of using any digital tool with which students feel comfortable is
perceived positively by many “digital natives” and some faculty members. There
are concerns, however, as to whether the focus on technology is negatively af-
fecting actual learning. Many research studies have presented data that students
perceived they learned better within PLEs, while other studies have provided
data that many members of the d-gen prefer more traditional educational in-
struction. It is possible that the best solution is somewhere between, combining
some of the newer digital technologies with more traditional teaching methods.
However, this is not just a philosophical discussion as the specific direction tak-
en by institutions of higher learning could have long term positive or negative
effects on student learning and comprehension. The discussion is far from over,
and concerns raised regarding the economics of implementing and supporting

PLEs versus the potential upside marketing advantage needs to be considered.
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