Ready or not, the Personal Learning Environment is coming with the ePortfolio Process as the Keystone.
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Abstract

Although there are many ‘Drivers’ for personalised learning, the term itself does mean different things to different people. Having been ‘thrown in’ to educational agendas and discussions, a lot of people are talking about ‘personalised learning’. Frequently they are talking about different things. This has created a situation where schools and teachers are generally quite confused about what it is that they are being told that they need to implement, introduce or support. 
Assessment for learning and curriculum choice feature as key components in most definitions of personalised learning, with the need for a shift from teaching to learning being identified in all discussions on personalised learning.  Assessment for learning has been a priority for a number of years, if it is ‘happening’ in schools, it would follow that personalised learning, to a greater or lesser degree would also be happening. If we add in the ‘curriculum choice’ ingredient we would move a little closer to ‘personalised learning’. Learners would be following the assessment for learning ‘process’; making choices about their own curriculum; with their teachers advising, guiding and supporting.
The much heralded shift from teaching to learning is happening, albeit quite slowly. 
Yesterday’s learners followed their Destiny; their teachers planned their learning; they followed the pre-planned journey, often reluctantly, often influenced by distractions provided by the technology and media rich environment that they increasingly had to operate in. The experiences and expectations of today’s learners are different from that of previous generations. The opportunities and stimuli offered by the planned learning journey have to compete with those available from other sources. Learners have learning choices to make even if their school is still emphasising the teaching and have not prepared their learners to manage their own learning.

Whether planned or otherwise today’s learners find themselves having to take decisions about their learning.  Many will not have had the opportunities to develop the skills that they need to manage their own learning and to survive and thrive in this personal learning environment. They will be disadvantaged.
At the core of current national initiatives is an ambition to improve children and young people’s lives by providing them with a curriculum that would enable them to become: successful learners, confident individuals and responsible citizens. This national curriculum, defines what learners are expected to experience and be able to do at all stages. While schools are being encouraged to personalise learning; to give learners choice, voice and control over their own learning, they also have to ensure that all learners follow the prescribed curriculum. 

In addition to being able to select from the curriculum opportunities offered by their school they will also be able to benefit from those available from a wide range of other sources. They will decide what is appropriate to their learning needs or plans. They will follow a personalised learning journey, sharing their thinking and reflections with their teachers, peers and others.  Schools and providers will need to investigate how they can make sure that their curriculum ‘offer’ is visible and accessible to learners. 
While a lot of the debate and confusion about personalised learning centres on who personalises the learning; the teacher for the learner, or the learner for themselves, there would appear to some agreement about what a learner will do when they operate in their personal learning environment. They will need to be self motivated and self regulated, making decisions about what they need to learn, how and when they learn; they will have a ‘say’, a voice in the design of their learning experiences. They will be ‘active’ learners who value their own ideas and respect those of others; they will the confidence an ability to put their ideas forward; they will reflect on their learning, identifying how they can improve and exercising choice as they develop as independent, lifelong learners. 
Every thing that will be discussed and explored at this conference will rely on the ePortfolio process; a process that is consistent with the assessment for learning principles and that is capable of supporting personalised learning, whatever definition is adopted.
Shift happens slowly; but without the shift towards personalised learning, the ePortfolio process has little to offer the learner.  As a product the ePortfolio can record evidence of achievement, experience or competence that the learner could use to support their transition to employment, training or Higher Education.  Simply as a product, without the active reflection component, it will not contribute to the learning process.

Without the commitment, time and space that would allow the ePortfolio process to be embedded into everyday practice, discussions on tools, technology and supporting processes will be of little value.  

Background:

I am a different learner now; I lurk around many online communities, I increasingly contribute and participate. I decided that I would try to involve as many people as I could as I developed my presentation for this conference. For two months I posted my thinking to as many groups and communities that I could in an attempt to validate my thinking. What follows is the result and I acknowledge the contribution of the members of the ePortfolio and PLTs group, the MirandaNet and Becta Research Lists, the LinkedIn community, the TES Community Forum and Twitter. 

I have been an advocate for learner ePortfolios for many years and have experience of working with, and supporting, learners of all abilities in an 11 to 19 school environment.  I have, at all stages of my ePortfolio exploration and experimentation, shared my thinking and findings with the community. My journey is well documented and forms part of my digital footprint. 

Not rocket science, but from my experience and thinking, I had concluded that unless ‘something’ is integrated into the curriculum, it is very unlikely that the ‘something’ will happen. The integration must not only be into the curriculum as the plan for what learning experiences will be presented to the learner, but into the processes that are in place to support the learner as they learn.  

The ‘something’ in this case is the ePortfolio process. A process that requires learners to take increasing responsibility for their own learning and encourages them to record, share and reflect on their plans, aspirations, progress and development. It is a process that needs to be integrated into the curriculum; a process that supports learning. That it is a ‘process’, presents the real challenge. It requires much more than simply integrating activities or opportunities into the curriculum to satisfy a requirement for the learner to ‘know’ or be able to ‘do’ something.  

As a process, it is a much more complex ‘thing’ to integrate. The process requires the learner to learn, develop and apply a set of skills before they can use the process. It is the opportunities for learners to learn and develop these skills that must be integrated first; then it is the requirement or expectation for them to apply the skills as part of the ePortfolio process that must be integrated.

To integrate the skills development without having integrated the opportunities, requirements or expectations for learners to apply them will not move us forward, nor would building in opportunities, expectations or requirements for learners to apply or use the skills, if the skills development stage had not already been addressed. Skills development and opportunities to practise and apply must both be planned and integrated before the process can really begin to work for, and support the learner. 
This ‘paper’ explores the relationship between the personalisation agenda and the ePorfolio process, and the potential of web-based curriculum mapping to support personalised learning. I will provide links to a commentary that describes the approaches used to engage communities in the discussion via my ‘web-source’ at  www.johnpallister.net .
Personalised Learning: the ‘Why’; The Drivers.
Change happens in schools when ‘someone’ tells them that they have to ‘do’ something that they were previously not doing, or when, by working with their students, teachers realise that things would work better if they were to do something differently. 
The English aspiration to have “world class schools providing excellent, personalised teaching and learning, to help all children and young people to progress in their education and wider development” creates an expectation that schools should “put personalising learning at the heart of their vision for transforming teaching and learning”. This expectation presents itself as major components in a range of educational agendas including: the Children’s Plan, 2007; Every Child Matters, 2004; Gilbert Review, 2006; Further Education White Paper, 2006; Leitch Review of Skills, 2006 and World Class Skills, 2007 that all “endorse the concepts of personalisation and the learner’s right to have a voice.”  
Personalisation recognises that the learner is an individual and that it is no longer acceptable to provide or target ‘education’ at a group; that ‘one size’ does NOT ‘fit all’ learners, and that ‘traditional’ teaching,  a practice primarily designed with economy of the teaching resource in mind, does not promote personalised learning. Personalisation acknowledges a need to open up education to learners who had previously been ‘left behind’ and that   “more tailored approaches for learners” are required if we are to improve the national education offer available to our learners, a system that would better address the “disparities that see so many groups of learners, often the most vulnerable, fail to thrive and succeed.”
The need to cater for those learners that are, or have been left behind adds weight to the arguments for creating a system that recognises and addresses the needs of individual learners. Catering for the need of this group of learners “is critical in working towards a society where a child’s chances of success are not limited by their socio-economic background, gender, ethnicity or any disability.” Personalised learning is promoted as something that can support the aspiration that all learners should have an entitlement to an education; to learning opportunities that are relevant, appropriate and that they can access. 
There is a lot of discussion as to whether or not the current generation of learners actually learn in different ways; separate to that debate, what we do know is that the experiences and expectations that learners now bring with them to a learning situation are different. Increasingly teachers are acknowledging that learners expect “the service to be organised around them, NOT them around it. They want high quality service, tailored to their specific needs and at a time and place convenient for them… ”.    Students are now more prepared to voice their concerns and expectations; a voice that cannot be ignored when we are trying to “ to raise the productivity of the education system – by tailoring teaching and learning to individual need, and developing students as more active partners in effective learning.’”  Learners, increasingly, have a ‘me centric’ expectations for education along with an expectation that their views, ideas and demands are listened to.  Learners, as active partners in the learning process, increasingly expect their teaching, learning support and the resources that they have access to, to be tailored to their needs and interests. 
The drivers for personalised learning centre on an aspiration to provide the best ‘education’ for all learners, acknowledging  that all learners are different; have different abilities, needs, preferred ways of learning and expectations. An ‘education’ that equips them with the skills that will enable them to survive and thrive in life, education, training and employment; enabling them to operate and function independently and preparing them to take responsibility for their continuous personal and professional development. An ‘education’ that values non-planned, informal learning and social learning; that recognises that learners are already using and developing their own personal ICT based learning environments, that they have ownership of and want to use. An ‘education’ that harnesses the available technologies and that aspires to “raise standards by focusing teaching and learning on the aptitudes and interests of pupils”, http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/speeches/speech.cfm?SpeechID=118  Choice and Voice in Personalised Learning  - Speech by Miliband, D 2006)
In a survey of school leaders, personalising learning emerged as one of the top three most important government initiatives for school leaders with leaders in secondary schools identifying it as the most important initiative. A majority of the leaders agreed on the “central significance of personalising learning in the reform agenda”. While two thirds of the school leaders who took part in the survey felt that they had “a clear understanding of the meaning and implications of personalising learning”, it is clear from recent discussions, that the majority of teachers do not share a common view of personalised learning. March 2008 http://www.ncsl.org.uk/pl-national-survey-jwb-synthesis.pdf
Personalised Learning: What is it?
Although there are many ‘Drivers’ for personalised learning, the term itself does mean different things to different people. Having been ‘thrown in’ to educational agendas and discussions, a lot of people are talking about ‘personalised learning’. Frequently they are talking about different things. This has created a situation where schools and teachers are generally quite confused about what it is that they are being told that they need to implement, introduce or support. This was confirmed by the DES Investigation of Personalised Learning Approaches used by Schools Research that identified the need for greater clarity and guidance on personalised learning and the need to establish the role of individualised provision within personalised learning. DES Report RR843     http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/research/data/uploadfiles/RR843.pdf
The same report goes on to ‘muddy the waters’  a little more by explaining that personal learning is not individualised learning; that individualised learning is too expensive anyway and that “The power of personalised learning is in its potential to recognise the 'personal' in teaching, learning and schooling”.  A discussion in the LinkedIn community http://www.linkedin.com/groupAnswers?viewQuestionAndAnswers=&gid=2811&discussionID=3873024&commentID=4204015&goback=.anh_2811#commentID_4204015  converged on the idea that the term Personalised Learning is really a convenient label or wrapper for a group associated educational components.  
If we are to be able to move towards ‘personalised learning’; to support it and resource it, we need to arrive at some consensus as to what ‘personalised learning’ is; what it is that should be in the ‘English’ personalisation ‘wrapper’. I set off to explore and found that there were three components common to the definitions provided by: the National Conversation about Personalised Learning http://nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/node/96482  ; Choice and Voice in Personalised Learning  - Speech by Miliband, D 2006) http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/speeches/speech.cfm?SpeechID=118  and  National College for School Leadership http://www.ncsl.org.uk/personalisinglearning-index/personalisinglearning-why.htm . 
If assessment for learning and curriculum choice feature are key components in most definitions of personalised learning, and the need for a shift from teaching to learning is acknowledged in all discussions on personalised learning, it would make sense to begin by exploring these components first.   Ensuring that ‘assessment supports effective teaching and learning’, interpreted as formative assessement, or assessment for learning, is a well recognised and resourced curriculum challenge.  If assessment for learning is a component of Personalised Learning, it should follow that as we move assessment for learning forward, in turn, we would move Personalised Learning forward. http://curriculum.qca.org.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/organising-your-curriculum/the_secondary_curriculum/index.aspx 
Personalised Learning:  partnership with the teacher?
What will the learner ‘do’ when they are taking part in personalised learning? They will be “engaged not just with the content of what is being taught but being involved with the learning process, understanding what they need to do to improve and taking responsibility for furthering their own progress.” http://curriculum.qca.org.uk/organising-your-
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By following an appropriate curriculum that motivates and engages them, the learner will be equipped “with the personal, learning and thinking skills they will need to succeed in education, life and work” http://curriculum.qca.org.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/organising-your-curriculum/the_secondary_curriculum/index.aspx    Empowering or “building the confidence and capacity of the individual learner” to learn is generally seen as  being central to the majority of current models or views  of personalised learning. http://www.ncsl.org.uk/personalisinglearning-index/personalisinglearning-what/personalisinglearning-what-keycomponents/personalisinglearning-what-keycomponents-teaching.htm 
Learners will need to be self motivated and self regulated, making decisions about what they need to learn, how and when they learn; they will have a ‘say’, a voice in the design of their learning experiences. They will be expected to reflect on their learning; identifying how they can improve and exercising choice as they develop as independent, lifelong learners.  
Many attempts at defining personalised learning acknowledge the importance of teachers, parents, employers and others as partners in the learning process: 

“personalisation means working in partnership with the learner and employer to tailor their learning experience and pathways, according to their needs and personal objectives in a way which delivers success.”  Personalising Further Education:  Developing a Vision – Des 2006 ISBN: 978-1-84478-858-3 

“...It means strengthening the link between learning and teaching by engaging pupils - and their parents - as partners in learning.” DCSF publication ‘Personalised Learning - A Practical Guide’ 2008 Cited in http://www.futurelab.org.uk/resources/documents/handbooks/curriculum_and_teaching_innovation2.pdf
“Personalised Learning means the community, local institutions and social services supporting schools to drive forward progress in the classroom” http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/speeches/speech.cfm?SpeechID=118  Choice and Voice in Personalised Learning  - Speech by Miliband, D 2006)
Partnerships are important. They have the potential to both support the learner with their personal development, and to provide the learner with access to valuable resources, support and learning opportunities. This could include access to information, advice, guidance, mentoring support and access to work experience. 
Assessment for Learning expects that learners will improve most when they “understand the aim of their learning, where they are in relation to this aim and how they can achieve the aim” http://www.qca.org.uk/qca_4338.aspx  It involves:

· sharing learning goals with pupils

· helping pupils know and recognise the standards to aim for

· providing feedback that helps pupils to identify how to improve

· believing that every pupil can improve in comparison with previous achievements

· both the teacher and pupils reviewing and reflecting on pupils' performance and progress

· pupils learning self-assessment techniques to discover areas they need to improve

· recognising that both motivation and self-esteem, crucial for effective learning and progress, can be increased by effective assessment techniques.  http://www.qca.org.uk/qca_4337.aspx
Assessment for learning requires a ‘third party’; someone to share with, someone to help, someone to provide feedback, someone to believe in the learner and their abilities.  It emphasises the importance of partner ship; the partnership between the teacher and the learner.
For the purposes of this discussion, we need to explore the partnership between the ‘teacher’ and the learner.  In schools near you the ‘teacher’ might be a teaching assistant, a mentor or another student; the ‘teaching’ role that they take on will take many forms ranging from up-front information delivery, to facilitator, to critical friend.  They will be doing something to support the learner as the learner works in the learning environment that the school provides and supports. Somewhere along the line the learner will rely on this ‘teacher’ to either give them a curriculum plan that identifies a sequence of appropriate learning opportunities, or the ‘teacher’ will work with the learner to help them to plan their own curriculum.  
Once the learner has their ‘curriculum plan’ to work from, they work; they work through the activities; they follow lines of enquiry; they explore and experiment; they collaborate and communicate, while the ‘teacher’ is available for advice, guidance or support. The ‘teacher’ will support the learner until they are able to operate independently. Perhaps the confusion about the term ‘personalisation’ really directs us towards a view that we do need to support or ‘teach’ the learner until they are able to operate as independent learners. To do this the teacher needs to ‘personalise’ the curriculum along with any supporting activities and opportunities so that they are appropriate for the individual learner. The learner would need to be weaned off this third-party personalisation until they are able to take over and do the “personalisation” for them selves. They would be ‘taught’, rather that have ‘caught’ the skills that they need to make choices and manage their own learning.

Learning is ‘personal’; it is something done by an individual, something that happens when an individual does something or experiences something.   I suspect that adding the ‘ised’ onto ‘personal’ has caused much of the confusion. If something is ‘personalised’, it implies that something has been done to it to make it more suitable, appropriate or accessible. To personalise learning would imply that something had been done to the ‘learning’; that it had been structured, organised or presented for the consumption of the learner. Tailoring, customising, personalising the learning experiences to meet the individual, personal needs of the learner; perhaps translating them into attractive bite sized chunks, organised into a sequence and delivered to the learner. Done by ‘Somebody’, possibly the teacher, for the learner. This passive, pre-processing interpretation, is at odds with the active, participatory view of personalisation that sees the learner organising their own learning; organising their own time; seeking information, advice and support from anyone who is appropriate, available and accessible. 

Personalised Learning: who personalises the learning?
Who personalises the learning, the teacher for the learner, or the learner for themselves? This is likely to depend upon the learner‘s stage of development; with the teacher ‘personalising’ the learning opportunities until they are able to ‘wean’ the learner off the third-party support. Learners would develop the skills that they need to ‘do’ Personalised Learning.  They would be able to, independently, make the choices and decisions that would enable them to ‘personalise’ their own learning, and would be able to operate as independent learners. “A central feature of any model of personalising learning is the focus on building the confidence and capacity of the individual learner – in a sense empowering the learner”.  http://www.ncsl.org.uk/personalisinglearning-index/personalisinglearning-what/personalisinglearning-what-keycomponents/personalisinglearning-what-keycomponents-teaching.htm
So what role for teaching? Still as important as ever; all of the best bits, but lots and lots of one-to-one support; lots of dialogue and discussion, we are talking about formative assessment, we are talking about Assessment for Learning. The teacher will need to know the learner; know what they have done, can do, enjoy doing and want to do. They will need a clear view of what the learner ‘should’ do; what is expected in terms of national and local expectations. They will need to guide and advise on the learner’s ‘curriculum’ choices.  

Individuals will learn something from any environment that they operate in. We will need to create/contrive the learning environment and then cajole, encourage and support learners to ensure that they encounter the experiences and stimuli that we hope will result in learning taking place. Not any old learning, but learning that satisfies the ‘agreed’ or chosen curriculum, along with the learning that is important to the learner. 

The ‘teaching’, in whatever form it takes, will: create the climate for learning; wet the learner’s appetite; create the need for learning; encourage learners to recognise when learning has taken place and encourage them to take responsibility for their own learning. It will need to create the space that will allow learning to happen and hopefully and provide learners with an experience that will enable them to be creative and that they will enjoy

“instruction should not be restricted by time, place or any other barriers, and should be tailored to the continuously modified individual learner’s requirements, abilities, preferences, background knowledge, interests, skills, etc” http://www.ub.edu/multimedia/iem/down/c4/Personalised_Learning.pdf
Personalised Learning: The Shift from Teaching to Learning
Traditional education systems have attempted to target and provide the learning opportunities and experiences that they think learners should have, in a school based setting. Access to information and opportunities were controlled, sequenced and metered out by teachers.  The learning was ‘done’ to the learner.

Despite all of the confusion about the term ‘Personalised Learning’, what is clear is that it, for most schools, will require a shift in emphasis from teaching to learning. More importance will be given to what the learner experiences and does. The learner will be expected, and therefore will need to be ‘taught’, to take more control of his or her own learning. They will need to develop Personal Learning and Thinking Skills that they will rely on as they develop as learners. DCSF expect schools to make this shift by having “the confidence to innovate and develop approaches to personalising learning” and to “put personalising learning at the heart of their vision for transforming teaching and learning”  http://www.standards.dfes.gov.uk/personalisedlearning/about/  
They will be expected to provide compelling learning experiences for their learners, experiences that:
· “gives learners a sense of autonomy, including the chance to think critically, make decisions, take responsibility and manage risks

· offers opportunities for cooperation and collaboration

· broadens horizons and raises aspirations, offering contexts that challenge learners and encourage them to step outside their comfort zone

· is real and relevant, connecting learning at school to the world beyond the classroom

· has a clear sense of audience and purpose provides contexts that draw together several aspects of learning: connecting different subject disciplines, focusing on a specific subject, or linking learning through cross curricular dimensions or the development of PLTS

· has clear learning outcomes relating to what learners need to know and understand, the skills they will acquire and areas of personal development”
Cross-curriculum dimensions - A planning guide for schools - ISBN 978-1-84721-919-0  - QCA/09/4066

Personalised Learning: supported by a Personal Learning Environment

To enable and support personalised learning, the learner will need to operate in a learning environment that provides them with access to the resources, tools and support that they need. While the physical environment provides learners with access to the tools and resources it will be the ‘teaching’ that will provide the pointers to the experiences, activities and support that will supply the opportunities for learning.
“Personalisation involves creating a coherent learning environment where children and young people will experience the range of approaches and opportunities that will enable them to increase their competence as self-motivated learners.” http://nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/node/85123
If we were able to create a learning environment where this happened we would be moving someway towards meeting another national challenge, that of creating a curriculum that equips learners with the Personal, Learning and Thinking skills they will need to succeed in education, life and work. http://curriculum.qca.org.uk/key-stages-3-and-4/organising-your-curriculum/the_secondary_curriculum/index.aspx  . No pressure, but, without these skills, learners will not be able to survive in education, employment or life.  http://www.qca.org.uk/qca_10327.aspx
Learners would be developing the skills that they need to ‘do’ Personalised Learning.  They would be able to, independently, make the choices and decisions that would enable them to ‘personalise’ their own learning, and would be able to operate as independent learners. “A central feature of any model of personalising learning is the focus on building the confidence and capacity of the individual learner – in a sense empowering the learner”.  http://www.ncsl.org.uk/personalisinglearning-index/personalisinglearning-what/personalisinglearning-what-keycomponents/personalisinglearning-what-keycomponents-teaching.htm
Personalised Learning: Learners applying their Personal Learning and Thinking skills
The Personal, Learning and Thinking skills that schools are expected to integrate into their curriculum are made up of six skills groups: independent enquirers; creative thinkers; reflective learners; team workers; self-managers and effective participators.  http://www.qca.org.uk/qca_10327.aspx
Reflective learners are expected to "evaluate their strengths and limitations, setting themselves realistic goals with criteria for success” and “monitor their own performance and progress, inviting feedback from others". The same learners, as Self-managers, will be expected to "organise themselves, showing personal responsibility, initiative, creativity and enterprise with a commitment to learning and self-improvement".  Learners will be following the ‘Plan, Do and Review’ process that is also at heart of assessment for learning. The learner will use their reflections to plan what it is that they must do to move forward, to learn something, to achieve something, or to produce something.  
Independent enquirers "process and evaluate information in their investigations”. To do that, they plan "what to do and how to go about it".  Effective participators need to able to "propose practical ways forward, breaking these down into manageable steps" they will need to engage in some analysis and employ some problem solving strategies. If they are to "identify improvements that would benefit others as well as themselves" they will need to review and reflect on what they, or others have done or proposed. A Team worker is expected to "collaborate with others to work towards common goals", it would be likely that working towards a common goal would involve some element of problem solving, all-be-it collaborative problem solving. Problem solving  relies on the Plan, Do and Review process. If Creative thinkers are to "try different ways to tackle a problem, working with others to find imaginative solutions", they will again be solving problems. 

To develop these skills, learners will need to have opportunities to develop their problem solving skills; they will need to be taught how to solve problems, and will need to have opportunities to practise and apply their problem solving skills.  “… it means students actively engaged by exciting curricula, problem solving, and class participation.”  http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/speeches/speech.cfm?SpeechID=118  Choice and Voice in Personalised Learning  - Speech by David Miliband  - 18 May 2004 , DfES INNOVATION UNIT / DEMOS / OECD on Personalising Education   “Personalisation involves creating a coherent learning environment where children and young people will experience the range of approaches and opportunities that will enable them to increase their competence as self-motivated learners.” http://nationalstrategies.standards.dcsf.gov.uk/node/85123
Having selected for themselves, or had selected for them; a sequence of activities designed to provide them with learning opportunities, the learner would then work on, work through or ‘do’ the activity. Many of the activities are likely to be, in some shape or form, problem solving activities. The learner will be expected to make decisions about how they should set about tackling the problem then get on and solve the problem by ‘doing’ whatever it is that they think that they need to do.  They will be expected to use whatever sources or resources that they think that they need; they will need to seek out, and access any support or guidance that they think they need. 
They will ‘do’ their ‘personalised’ learning in the learning environment that their school provides as well as in any other environments that they choose to, or have access to outside of school hours. Learners are moving into new spaces and are doing many things that learners previously have not done. Today, a learner’s learning environment can follow them, or move around with them. It will be with them wherever they work, they will be constantly immersed in a learning environment rich with easily accessible information; rich with Information tools; rich with communication tools and opportunities to publish and collaborate.  
Technological development will not stand still; it will continue to develop at an increasingly rapid pace.  Learners now operate in a world where we, nearly, have ubiquitous access to ICT tools, to information and to other people.  Having anywhere, anytime access to what are major components of any learning environment, means that the learning that takes place and how learners operate is bound to change or evolve from what we have become used to with previous generation. 

Personalised Learning: the Personal Learning Environment

The learning environment provided by the school, although still important, is complemented by those enabled by technology. If learning is metered-out and controlled by teachers in a ‘traditional learning environment’, during school hours, the learner can now access learning opportunities whenever they want to, as long as they have internet access; the required skills and the motivation.  The boundaries between formal, planned learning and unplanned learning are likely to evaporate as Web 2+ increasingly provides, and is recognised, as providing a space and a tool-set  capable of supporting learning. As more learners move into these spaces, it is likely that the resulting social interaction will generate increased interest in social learning. 
This will provide new demands in terms of digital literacy, as learners communicate, collaborate and operate in the new spaces and activities that are enabled by technology. 
Schools can control learner access to teachers and, in some ways, can control access to the curriculum that they have devised. They can control what happens in school hours, but after that the learner has choice and access to much of what they need in terms of a personal learning environment.
Personalised Learning is unlikely to respect any demarcation lines that currently exist between formal, planned learning and unplanned, informal learning. It is likely that it will build on learner expectations that they will communicate, collaborate, create, mix, repurpose and publish/share information when they decide that they need to. Learners will expect to be allowed to learn in any way that suits them, suits their learning style, interests and circumstances.
To support this style of learning schools will need to create and maintain a learning environment that provides learners with anywhere, anytime access to:
· teachers or supporting partners (Parents, Carers,  Mentors or other appropriate persons) who would be able/willing to support or extend their learning or development;

· information sources, storage space and publishing space that have common interfaces for communication, exchange and  collaboration with others; 

· a range of appropriate tools; tools that they are familiar with and want to use, tools that use common standards for information interchange; 
· an ‘accessible’/user friendly curriculum plan that identifies possible/appropriate learning paths, learning opportunities and resources

The learners who operate in this environment will need to know what it is that they need to do or learn; they will need to plan their own learning and operate with a large degree of independence, controlling their own learning; they will share their thinking, plans, progress and aspirations with their teachers and others; they will negotiate and seek advice and feedback from their teachers and others.

They will solve problems working both as individuals and as members of a team; they will follow the plan, do and review process. They will record their plans and achievements as a focus for discussion with their teachers and others. They will record evidence of their achievements and experiences gained outside of school.

So we need a process to help them? A process provides creative and enjoyable experiences for learners; a process that supports active learning, providing opportunities for learners to collaborate and communicate, to exercise their voice; a process that supports their development and learning; a process that supports reflective learning; supports Assessment for Learning; supports Action Planning; has the potential to engage the learner and will support personalised learning. 
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Shift happens slowly; but without the shift towards personalised learning, the ePortfolio process has little to offer the learner.  As a product the ePortfolio can record evidence of achievement, experience or competence that the learner could use to support their transition to employment, training or Higher Education.  Simply as a product, without the active reflection component, it will not contribute to the learning process.

Another, perhaps obvious message would be that without the commitment, time and space that would allow the ePortfolio process to be embedded into everyday practice, discussions on tools, technology and supporting processes will be of little value. 
This puts most Teachers into a learning situation; the teacher is also a learner. Nothing new with that, but it does present many significant challenges related to the need to untangle the teaching from the learning and to train/enable both the teacher and learner to learn. The shift in emphasis from teaching to learning will require the teacher to take on a new role. They will need to support their learners in an evolving learning environment. 
A minority of teachers recognise the transformational potential of the ePortfolio process and acknowledge that it will require a shift in pedagogy. To support the shift, someone will, somehow, need win the hearts, minds and commitment of teachers, and then somehow, embedded/integrated the process into every day learning practice.  Next weeks challenege!

Many of the tools required to support learners as they operate in Personal Learning Environments already exist, and generally learners can, and enjoy using these tools. ePortfolio tools exist.

This particular attempt at unravelling personalised learning was prompted when, having expended significant effort in my attempts to harness the potential of the ePortfolio process, I concluded that unless the ePortfolio process can be fully integrated into the curriculum and into everyday practice, it is very unlikely that the ePortfolio process would be ‘used’. No matter how many ‘bells and whistles’ an ePortfolio tool might have, unless the ePortfolio process is integrated into the activities and opportunities presented to learners,  learners will be unlikely to derive maximum benefit from the process.
The ePortfolio process relies on learners making decisions about what they need to learn or do, and when and how they learn or do it.  To be able to develop or mature to the stage where a ‘young’ learner can decide what they want to do or learn themselves, independently of the advice and guidance available from their teachers, the learner will need to ‘taught’ or provided with a sequence of appropriate activities or opportunities. During this ‘teaching’ phase the teacher will need to design, and personalise the learning opportunities and activities. They will plan or map out a curriculum for the learner, and then guide and support them to ensure that they follow the curriculum plan.
During the second phase, the learner will need access to a curriculum plan or map. A plan or map that they can understand, that they can make sense out of, that they can see.
The third stage will see the learner managing their own learning; deciding what, when, where and how they learn. They are likely to have access to many different ‘curriculum maps’, provided by a wide range of schools, organisations and other providers that might be based anywhere in the world. They will select from these maps activities or sequences of activities that will meet their learning needs.  

Not only does the ePortfolio process need to be integrated into the curriculum, but the process itself relies on ‘young’ learners having access to appropriate and accessible ‘curriculum maps’ if the learner is to ‘know’ what it is that they ‘need’ or are expected to learn, or be able to do. They will need to be directed to, or have access to signposts to; curriculum maps that are built upon ‘compelling learning’ experiences. Experiences that:
· “gives learners a sense of autonomy, including the chance to think critically, make decisions, take responsibility and manage risks
· ……..

· has clear learning outcomes relating to what learners need to know and understand, the skills they will acquire and areas of personal development”
Cross-curriculum dimensions - A planning guide for schools - ISBN 978-1-84721-919-0  - QCA/09/4066

Personalised Learning: Curriculum Choice.
“The curriculum is what needs addressing: it's peculiarly dry and manages to do all the choosing for children, rather than allowing them to choose for themselves. It's far too narrow and rigorous.”  Shirley Williams  - Former education secretary http://www.guardian.co.uk/education/2009/may/12/schools-teaching      “So personalised learning means every student enjoying curriculum choice, a breadth of study and personal relevance, with clear pathways through the system.”  http://www.dcsf.gov.uk/speeches/speech.cfm?SpeechID=118  Choice and Voice in Personalised Learning  - Speech by David Miliband  - 18 May 2004 , DfES INNOVATION UNIT / DEMOS / OECD on Personalising Education   

I identified curriculum choice as a key components in most definitions of personalised learning and that personalised learning will require a major shift in emphasis from teaching to learning.  
The majority of learners are following their ‘Destiny’; their teachers plan their learning; they follow the pre-planned journey, often reluctantly, often influenced by distractions provided by the technology and media rich environment that they operate in. Their experiences and expectations are different from that of previous generations. The opportunities and stimuli offered by the planned learning journey have to compete with those available from other sources. Learners have learning choices to make even if their school is still emphasising the ‘teaching’ and have not prepared their learners to manage their own learning. 

Whether planned or otherwise the learners will find themselves having to take decisions about their learning.  Many will not have had the opportunities to develop the skills that they need to manage their own learning and thrive in their personal learning environment. 
To support the shift from teaching to learning we need to work out how we can ‘ensure’ that young learners have access to, and can navigate through the prescribed national, and desirable, local curriculum. The set of “essential learning experiences that will provide them with the knowledge, skills and competencies that they will need to develop as successful learners, confident individuals and responsible citizens”.  Learners will need access to a ‘curriculum map’, or menu of opportunities, that they could use to help them to decide what learning they need to plan, before they take over the planning and doing. 
It would be unwise for us to delegate, for young learners, total responsibility for their own learning, without having first given them access to something that provides them with suggested learning opportunities and learning expectations. It would make sense for teachers to design these ‘curriculum maps’ and for teachers to ‘teach’ learners how to use them until they are motivated and have the skills to take over the planning and management of their own learning.
The curriculum plans currently being use by teachers are teaching plans/tools that are not available to learners. We need to investigate ways in which these plans can be made available and accessible to the learner. We need to produce an individual learner facing curriculum by deconstructing the national curriculum/expectations and then reconstructing them in a format suitable for learner consumption.
By being able to ‘see’ the map, learners would be better able to see the ‘big picture’ and that in turn could result in greater learner engagement. Having access to a map that shows learners what their available or ‘planned’ learning diet is,  has the potential to support the assessment for learning process and in turn personalisation. 
In addition to being able to select from the curriculum maps offered by their school they will also be able to benefit from those available from a wide range of other schools, providers or other web-based sources. It will be likely that they will follow many unplanned, informal web-enabled learning journeys. They will decide what is appropriate to their learning needs or plans. They will follow a personalised learning journey, sharing their thinking and reflections with their teachers, peers and others.  
There are many implications for schools and providers. Schools no longer have ‘captive’ learners; learners have personal learning environments that enable them to access learning opportunities 24/7, opportunities that can be provided by anyone, anywhere in the world. Personal learning environments are here already. Schools need to package up their learning offer and make it accessible and available to learners who ever they are where ever they are. The competition is no longer just the school next door. Are we ready to support learners who are working in their own learning environment? Are our learners equipped to operate in this environment?
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Ready or not, the Personal Learning Environment is coming
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