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The Diagram is an exploration of the existing knowledge world of the learner and 
their relationship to both formal and informal spaces of knowledge construction. It 
positions the learner at the centre of their own learning space; open not bounded. 
The individual both manages and interacts with formal knowledge provided by 
their respective education provider(s) and the ‘everyday’ world of knowledge 
acquisition through online engagement. The more mature the learner, the more 
they fluctuate between the two worlds.  
The outer circle surrounding the learner is representative of the teachers’ 
facilitation of their learning (left side) and their own offline experiences as an 
individual in a social world. The online knowledge world is shown as a continuum 
of influences of Virtual learning environments (formal education based) 
represented on the left of the diagram and Personal Learning Environments 
(PLE) the informal everyday knowledge acquisition on the right.  
As a student moves through their formal education experiences they will 
increasingly become more independent learners, acquiring and actualising their 



knowledge from external sources (to the right of the diagram) engaging in a more 
complex mix of personally focused and determined experiences.  
The diagram shows the students’ PLE and how it interacts with more formal 
education services such as institutional portals like TaLe. The outer rings 
represent the context of learning, including teacher influence, delivery devices 
(mobile applications), sphere of moderation (dotted line), and face to face 
engagement with external experts.  
Reading this indicates that the sphere of influence from teachers diminishes as 
the learner ‘matures’ from decreasing dependency on formal education (teacher 
centric) to self directed higher education (multiple expert dependencies). Also 
contained in this ‘context’ layer are the delivery devices from classroom based 
(desktop computers, IWBs) to the more personal devices (laptops, PDAs mobile 
phones).  
The PLE shows applications which would enable the student to discover, 
describe and organise their resources, collaborations, publish their own material, 
develop their own portfolios and personal aggregators for these social 
technologies. It would constitute their own learning environment which interacts 
with institutional educational portal services such as those provided by a platform 
such as NSW Department of Education and Trainings’ Teaching and Learning 
Exchange (TaLe) and learning managements systems .  
This constitutes the broader ecology of a true PLE, acknowledging both the 
blended needs of both the individual learner in the broader formal context of the 
education system in which they are participating. Nevertheless the essential 
characteristic is that the emphasis shifts from the institution to the individual as 
the key determinant of what network eLearning services they engage in. The 
dependencies between institution and ‘open/autonomous/independent’ learning, 
will depend on a number of factors including the type of learning engaged in 
(independent or course based), maturity of the learner and overall access to 
these services.  
Like most representations, this is necessary simplification of the actual 
knowledge world. One of the difficulties arises when we analyse applications 
such as LAMS. While it is an application which is designed for teacher 
moderation, its learning sequences can also incorporate tools which are 
independent of teacher intervention. Hence the positioning of such applications 
closer toward the independent area of the diagram.  
What we can draw from such depictions, is that the distinctions between VLEs 
and PLEs will become increasingly blurred. The traditional notion of VLEs are no 
longer making sense, as social networking tools are increasingly being 
incorporated into the domain of learning or content management systems, 
possibly to supplement their course content based orientation. The area of 
ePortfolios also blurs the distinction between the two, as individuals take charge 
of their own creation as lifelong learners. A key challenge with portfolios will 
clearly be in relation to managing the boundaries between the student based 
portfolio and their institution portfolio. And social networking tools become 



fundamental to each type of portfolio creation. One distinction is clear; the digital 
learning world is trending away from content consumption (VLEs) to that of 
content creation (PLEs). 
6 Attwood, G Personal learning environments 2006.  
Jay Cross 2006, and others argue that as much as 85%of learning occurs outside formal settings. 
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All of this is not to imply that the formal VLE domains are less relevant to 
students than the emerging personalised social technologies. The true PLE we 
would argue is in fact accounted for by all the systems depicted in diagram 1. 
The ‘holistic digital learner’ in order to be truly ‘autonomous’ might reference 
many of the systems both in the formal and informal spaces. While the concept 
of a PLE is still being shaped by various commentators6, it serves a useful 
purpose if it is conceptualised as collections of applications/tools which are 
relevant to both formal or informal modes of learning.  
A true PLE should account for all forms of learning the Web 1.0 technologies are 
just as valid in this broader concept of a PLE space as those in the Web 2.0 
domain. Web 2.0 merely builds upon the standards and foundation principles of 
Web 1.0.  
 


