
 

1) Ready for 2013 

It's been a busy E-learning autumn starting with the Manchester conference of the 

Association for Learning Technology (ALT)1  and running right up to the recent 

landmark events: Online Educa Berlin (OEB) 2  and NIACE - Innovating Learning 3 at 

BBC - Media City, Salford. In between, I also got a flavour of a 'self organised' OER 

Bar Camp4  in Bremen and the final meeting of the £10m Technology Enhanced 

Learning research programme5 held in grand style at the Royal Society.    

E learning really can be exciting learning when it is used well and this document, 

What's Stirring, is designed to stimulate some thinking based on a potent mixture of 

careful synthesis and analysis spiced-up with strident opinion!   

2) The 'I' word and the 'C' word 

The  'I' word was much beloved in the lost and lamented government agency Becta. 

It still crops up all the time - Innovation.   I do like this - I don't think it is over-used.  I 

find it so heartening to be part of a community of many like-minded people all very 

keen to make sure that the technologies we now have (and those yet to arrive) really 

are deployed to make learning more active, more personal, more satisfying and, 

dare I say, more 'fun'. Long may the spirit of experimentation  and innovation live on 

beyond the decade of generous public funding. and long may the 'i'  have a life 

beyond Apple and its all controlling walled garden of  iTunes!   
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The French artist in 1900 Villemard predicted learning machines  by 2000!  

There was a time when e-learning was portrayed in much the same way as 

Villemard  drew learning machines, offering an impersonal short circuit on the route 

from fact book to brain!  

There is now little more than a hint of Villemard,  instead  'constructivism' (making 

your own knowledge) is on the lips of many and application of technology to this 

pedagogy is now mainstreamed. What's more  'connectivist'  learning' is no longer on 

the wild west margins and is being planned for by the better educators. I came 

across this useful table from Anderson and Dron  which is well worth sharing. 

Three Generations of Distance  Learning Pedagogies 6 

 

Cognitive - 
behaviourism 

Constructivism Connectivism 

Technology 
Mass media; print; 
TV; one-to-one 
communication 

Conferencing 
(audio, video and 
web), many-to-
many 
communication 

Web 2.0: social 
networks, 
aggregation and 
recommender 
systems 

Learning 
activities 

Read and watch 
Discuss, create, 
construct 

Explore, connect, 
create and 
evaluate 

Learner 
granularity 

Individual Group Network 

Content 
granularity 

Fine: scripted and 
designed from the 
ground up 

Medium: scaffolded 
and arranged, 
teacher guided 

Coarse: mainly at 
object and person 
level, self-created 

Evaluation Recall Synthesise essays Artefact creation 

Teacher role 
Content creator, 
sage on the stage 

Discussion leader, 
guide on the side 

Critical friend, co-
traveller 

Scalability High Low Medium 
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The change that comes from innovation is not always comfortable, and Mark Milliron 

from Western Governors University, Texas opened OEB  with a warning about  

CAVE people  - resistant  professionals who are Colleagues Against Virtually 

Everything!  I certainly have met these people!  I think they are thinner on the ground 

than they used to be, and they seem to be giving way to more visionary and 

optimistic educators. You are not  a CAVE person are you?   

Saul Nasse, head of Learning BBC, opened the NIACE conference with the 'C' word 

claiming  that learning is fuelled by curiosity and to encourage this,  the BBC will 

launch a new 'product' in 2013 based on stirring up 'curiosity'. It seems that it will 

aggregate BBC digital content on themes and topics in an interesting way!  I am not 

exactly sure how it will work for learners - so he has achieved his first aim - to make 

me curious about his 'New Curiosity Shop'!    

3) Open Educational Practice  

The UNESCO Paris OER 

Declaration in June 20127  has 

been successful in further raising 

the profile of this movement to 

promote sharing of resources and 

courseware.   

This is close to my heart - indeed 

closer  to my heart than to my 

head  as the 'devil is in the detail' 

and some of the detail sure is 

devilish!  The 'buzz factor' for me 

is the potential for increasing 

access to learning by sharing 

good quality content and reducing 

the cost of learning.  However, 

whilst reflecting on this at a 

session in a rare dull moment of 

OEB  I started noting down the 

motivations I had heard expressed 

around me. I realised they were 

talking the same acronym 

language but for different reasons!    

This is my first set of notes, can you read my writing?  
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4) MOOCs (Massive Online Open Courses) 

Very much in the same arena as OERs, these free events are attracting tens of 

thousands of online participants worldwide. They are so far largely university based 

and courses are often led by acknowledged experts . The pedagogy is, in fact, quite 

traditional, often relying on video lectures supported by learned articles.  

The world's leading universities such as 

Harvard, MIT and Berkley have entered 

this world. One interpretation is that they 

are democratising their knowledge, 

another is that they use the platform of a 

MOOC to offer 'loss leaders' in an anti 

competitive move to strengthen their 

elite positions!  Conspiracy or 

philanthropy? You takes your choice!  

MOOCs certainly give access to courses 

led by world experts but the dropout rates are high and they probably work best for 

able, self motivated learners. Surely a refined version of the model has potential to 

'scale up'  adult e-learning opportunities in line with the hopes of the UfI Trust8!   

Here are a few examples cited as MOOCs: 

Coursera 9 

They describe themselves as a social entrepreneurship company that partners with 

the top universities in the world to offer courses online for anyone to take, for free. 

They envision a future where the top universities are educating not only thousands of 

students, but millions. 

Udacity10 

Udacity was founded by three roboticists who believed much of the educational 

value of their university classes could be offered online. A few weeks later, over 

160,000 students in more than 190 countries enrolled in the first class, "Introduction 

to Artificial Intelligence"! 

Photography Online Phonar - Coventry University11 

The Phonar course has taken the MOOC approach. It is module of the third year of a 

BA at the university but as their web site says: ' An essential part of this will be non-

paying attendees (you) joining in with us, submitting your work, mashing up ours and 

other people’s, asking questions of each other and contributing answers. 

This may not be Massive yet but it is Open and Online so I have included it.   The 

course itself is free but external learners can buy optional 20 minute tutorials. 
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5) Flipping Classrooms 

The Kahn Foundation12 and Eric Mazur13 (Harvard) seems to have 'discovered' the 

idea of flipping a classroom.  This is not a 180 degree turn in the floor level but rather 

the idea that the factual part of information transfer will take place in advance of a 

face-to-face session which can then be used for discussion, questioning and 

exercises.   

The fashionable method is to use a low 

budget  video for the initial presentation  but 

in fact this part of the learning could be text 

or audio based.   I am not at all sure that 

this is new and indeed the principle of 

reserving face-to-face time for activity 

based on previously reading or listening 

was well established in BBC adult study 

groups linked to broadcast material from as early as the 1930s in the UK!    

6) BYOD (Bring You Own Devices) 

The issue of learning providers allowing learners to use their own mobile devices in 

their learning is certainly on the agenda for many practitioners as sessions on this 

topic were full in Salford and BYOD was referenced frequently in Berlin.  The 

practice varies between providers and in a single institution some teachers actively 

encourage learners to use their own phones and tablets whilst other teachers regard 

this is a disciplinary matter!  Many providers are recognising that the market place is 

rapidly changing but that they should develop a BYOD policy rather than react to 

demands from teachers and learners. An essential provision in adult learning centres 

now should  be a wireless network  which can be accessed with learners' own 

devices. This is a must!  

In discussions, the case for embracing a BYOD policy included: 

 Cost saving to provider (as fewer PCs) required)  

 Staff and students use their own familiar social networking tools and 

research tools. 

 Students can more easily  create content to share (constructivist) and to 

link to each other and wider networks (connectivist)   

 As devices become cheaper and more widely used this will feel 

increasingly 'normal'.  
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The barriers to be overcome included: 

 Staff feeling that their 'kingdom of knowledge' is no longer their own 

domain/control and training needed in how to manage multiple devices 

and lever the best pedagogical benefit .  

 Concerns that classes will be disrupted by users accessing email 

 Security fears for networks.  

7) Biodiversity   - iSpot, and you spot QR Codes 

The world of environmental learning seems to be reaching a technology tipping point 

as I discovered at the excellent Getting the Message conference14 coordinated by 

Derbyshire's Biodiversity Team.  As mobile devices become more available, formal 

and informal educators are embracing the tools for recording and sharing 

observations. The iSpot15 resource from the Open University allows users to share 

photographs of a creature or a plant observed in the field and ask others to help with 

identification.  

In the area of onsite countryside interpretation there is a great growth in interest in 

use of audio systems.  

Just about every type of technology seems 

to have been tried out. Some involving 

Bluetooth posts powered by buried car 

batteries and others using carefully placed 

QR Codes.  There are some great examples 

in my old stomping ground of the North East 

Derbyshire coalfield area.16  However, the 

simplest and most effective in my view is still 

the hand-crank powered  audio listening 

posts used on the Monsal Trail in 

Derbyshire.  

I won't post a picture of the Monsal Trail but rather encourage you to take a ride up 

there and have a look!  
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8) Augmented Reality 

Theresa Beattie gave an inspiring demonstration of several Augmented Reality tools 

at NIACE's Salford event. Augmented Reality (AR) is 'a live, direct or indirect, view of 

a physical, real-world environment whose elements are augmented by computer-

generated sensory input such as sound, video, graphics or GPS data.'  

The 'wow factor' came when Theresa invited us to install the free app Aurasma17 on 

our phones / tablets and point them at a picture of an eighteenth century man. 

Almost immediately the image came to life on our devices and  started speaking the 

poetry of Robert Burns!  There are other tools such as Blippar  but systems are not 

interoperable at present. This has plenty of 'gee whizz' , is easy to create and works 

on 'users own devices'(see above!) . I look forward to finding some really good 

applications with adults.  

To experience this for yourself,  install Aurasma on your mobile device and point at 

the concrete structure in this image. It should come to life - it does for me!  
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9) Moving Images  

Film and video had been deliberately given a high profile in the programme at OEB  

and this seems to have caught a worldwide  zeitgeist as so many delegates were 

hungry  to learn more about the creative and technical side of video. You can't help 

noticing that the Kaltura18 video platform provider launched its first fully online 

conference on video in education in December 2012  and they are seeking to 

integrate video smoothly with online collaboration tools. 

At a rather less visionary level, film director, Michael Grigsby did give a Berlin 

keynote where he expounded his own philosophy of film making. Whilst it was 

interesting to hear, I think he missed a trick.  He was strong on high standards of 

professional level production but he reflected practices rooted way back in the 

twentieth century world of film stock and clapper boards. I was sad! In this 

educational conference,  he ignored a chance to acknowledge the  value of ‘quick 

and dirty’ video with seamless learner involvement to offer ‘just in time’ learning, and 

to record progress in ways to provoke reflection. 

Nearly every mobile device is now also a movie 

camera but I just have to make mention of the surge 

in popularity of go anywhere action GoPro cameras. 

Of course they will generate hours of banal head-cam 

footage from mountain bikes but there will be gems as 

well- mark my word!  

The power of moving images to move minds is not 

fully harnessed and won't be until more action comes 

from the learners! This as a key challenge for 2013.  

 

 

10) Language Challenge (Brits take note - we have a problem!)   

Whilst chairing an OEB session on language learning with technology, I had some 

time to reflect on the role that technology really is playing in improving language 

achievement.   The importance of the question for Brits should be highlighted by the 

2012 Euro barometer Report19 which showed that over 60 per cent of the UK 

population are unable to hold a conversation in a  second language!   This places 

our island state close to the bottom of the European language competence ranking. 

(Only Hungary, Italy and Portugal having slightly worse scores.) Sad to say that 

language learning and technology hardly featured at all at the Salford conference. 

This is more than a missed opportunity but arguably a missed recognition of 

responsibility in our post 16 system when it is widely acknowledged that:   
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“you can buy in any language, but if you want to sell you'd better speak the 

language of your customer!” 

The Eurobarometer report also revealed that only 6% of the population has used the 

online environment to study a language alone.  The ambitious  Wallangues  project 

in Belgium has not been deterred by this. Launched in 2011, the online programme 

gives all adult residents of French-speaking Wallonia, the opportunity to learn one or 

more languages . The cost? English, Dutch, German and French are all free! 

This shows a serious commitment to 

ramp-up language competence in the 

region and to use E learning to do the 

job!  Let's wish them Bonne Chance 

and then learn from their experience!  

The display stands at OEB had many language packages for sale from the cheap 

and cheerful to the five star gold plated variety. I 'borrowed' this table from Speexx20 

as it illustrates  very well the proposition that greater personal contact will raise the 

quality of the learning but with that goes price. The software scales easily but  1:1 

contact doesn't.   Nothing new, but a useful reminder.   

  

 

I will blog at greater length about some of the practitioner language research but I do 

just have to mention the way that Finnish teacher, Laura Pihkala-Posti, brought to life 

the giving of directions in German using a product very like Google Street View. 

However, when looking for inspiration to apply technology to languages I think that 

this Czech proverb says it all: 

Kolik jazyků znáš, tolikrát jsi člověkem. 

You live a new life for every new language you speak. 
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11) Community Learning Trusts  (England)  

In August 2012 the UK Government announced that 15 partnerships across England 

had been invited to pilot local Community Learning Trusts to test new ways of 

delivering community learning (non accredited adult learning). Each Trust identified 

specific themes that it proposed to explore in depth, including measuring social 

impact, attracting and motivating specific disadvantaged groups, utilising virtual 

learning environments and widening participation in rural areas.   

In South Yorkshire, the Trust has recognised and attempted to assign monetary 

value to the work of the volunteer Digital Outreach Trainers21.  The quaintly named 

Digital Reading Room idea, much beloved of an earlier Skills Minister John Hayes, is 

held up as having  a key role here. I'm not so sure - I think that the real breakthrough 

will come when technology can aggregate demand across different Trust areas to 

make minority subjects viable through imaginative and effective blends of learning.  

CLTs will miss a trick if they fail to fund learning shared outside their tightly patrolled 

borders!    

12) Inspection (in England) 

Andy Harris from the English education inspection authority, Ofsted, spoke at the 

NIACE conference on how he and his colleagues view technology.  His voice was 

important as providers are now very inclined (possibly  too inclined?) to respond to 

what they believe  'Osted wants to see'.   

Andy indicated that inspectors do not recommend or advocate any specific 

pedagogies. They do not insist that technology is used and they certainly  do not 

favour specific technologies. Andy did give some examples of good use of 

technology such as video conferencing to deliver language classes to the small 

population on the remote Isles of Scilly and he also showed some dreadful use of 

PowerPoint  where every available animation and colour had been used to create 

mass distraction!   

In summary, the inspectors recognise that e-Learning methods are an important part 

of the learning mix but feel they should be chosen carefully and used appropriately. 

He ended by saying: 'Whatever floats your boat and your learners' boats'.  My 

response to this is: 'we know e-learning can excite so let's get that flotilla on the 

water!' 
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13) Stirring it up  

One of the great roles of technology is its power to disrupt and made people re think 

what they are doing! It has been great to see this in action this autumn.   Jef Staes22 

and Donald Clark at OEB made a powerful case for the abolition qualifications and 

Terry Loane at Salford made a similar case for saying that learning institutions are 

becoming dysfunctional and irrelevant in a digital world. All of them are only  'half 

right' in my view as I think they were all light on addressing the issues of equity, but 

long may technology continue to stir our learning!   

You really can't have read this far without disagreeing with something I said!     

Please feel free to answer back at:  http://stirringlearning.wordpress.com   

 

 

Contact me 

Alastair Clark: available for training, facilitation, workshops and key-note speeches 

alastair@aclark.eu 

+44 (0) 7847417027 

www.aclark.eu  

Caring and sharing statement 

Every care is taken to ensure accuracy of information in E for Exciting, but no 

responsibility can be held for any errors. 

Copyright in the text: Alastair Clark 

The text may be used by others under the terms of a Creative Commons, non 

commercial attribution licence.        
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