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Abstract 

There is an urgent need to improve continuing professional learning for teachers as 

education becomes increasingly complex. Traditional models of professional 

development are often fragmented, discrete events, disconnected from teachers’ 

practice and perceived as empty measures of compliance. There is limited research 

that investigates alternative online professional learning approaches that develop 

teacher agency, collaboration and active participation. This research addresses this gap 

in exploring teachers’ experience of professional learning through personal learning 

networks (PLNs).  

The study is framed by networked learning, connectivism and connected learning. 

These theoretical constructs align with contemporary pedagogical thinking and 

practice in digitally networked environments. This qualitative collective case study 

focuses on 13 practicing teachers who participated in semi-structured interviews. The 

data were analysed thematically to create 13 separate cases which were then compared 

to form a nuanced understanding of professional learning through PLNs.  

The findings reveal that teachers’ experience of professional learning through PLNs is 

both intensely personal and socially interconnected. PLNs enable active, interest 

driven and connected professional learning. The findings support a new model of 

learning as a connected professional which integrates three elements: arenas of 

learning – personal, pedagogical and public, the teacher as learner, and PLN. Each of 

these elements is characterised by experiences which are linking, stretching or 

amplifying the individuals’ learning and practice. The model of learning as a connected 

professional presents a guide for teachers or other professionals who wish to initiate 

or extend their PLN, or for educators wishing to develop pedagogical approaches that 
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incorporate aspects of connected learning and PLNs. Thus, the study makes a 

significant contribution to research, theory, and practice in the emerging field of 

professional networks and learning, enabled through the affordances of social 

technologies. 

 

Keywords 

Connected learning, connectivism, networked learning, personal learning networks, 

qualitative case study, social technologies, teacher professional learning.
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Effective continuing professional learning for school teachers is an important strategy 

to support teachers as education becomes increasingly complex. Traditional models of 

professional learning, sometimes known as professional development, are often 

decontextualized, disjointed and episodic, perceived as little more than empty 

compliance measures. In view of evidence that these models have little long-term 

impact on teaching practice or student achievement, there is a need for professional 

learning that involves teacher agency, collaboration and participation which may have 

a greater effect on teacher practice. Therefore, this thesis explores the potential of 

personal learning networks (PLNs) to enhance the professional learning and practice 

of teachers. The thesis investigates the research question: How do teachers experience 

professional learning through personal learning networks? 

Using a qualitative collective case study approach, I have explored the experiences of 

thirteen school teachers, who have initiated their own personal learning network (PLN) 

to enhance their professional learning. The research findings reveal that teachers 

experience professional learning through their PLNs as individuals who engage with 

learning through their PLN using personally devised strategies to meet specific goals. 

The findings also show that professional learning through a PLN is a shared experience 

occurring across three arenas of learning – pedagogical, personal and public. The 

shared experience encompasses the teachers’ role of teacher as learner, and the PLN 

itself. The data gathered through this research inform the model of learning as a 

connected professional through a PLN. This model is underpinned by the concepts of 

connectivism, networked learning and connected learning. The model explains how 
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teachers might take advantage of the affordances of social technologies to transform 

their professional learning into learning as a connected professional.  

Aim of research 

The aim of this study is to enhance understanding of the potential of the PLN as an 

alternative to traditional professional development methods, in the interests of 

enhancing the experience and outcomes of teacher professional learning. Engaging in 

continuing professional learning is one of the ways that teachers can ensure their 

teaching practices are effective in a time of rapid change.  

The ineffectiveness of passive, traditional professional development is documented in 

several studies (Cole, 2012, p. 68; Desimone, 2009; van Veen, Zwart, & Meirink, 

2012). In contrast, research has found that professional learning which emphasises 

teacher agency and collaboration is more likely to lead to changes in teacher practice 

(Calvert, 2016; van Veen et al., 2012). Social technologies, which underpin the 

formation of PLNs enable participatory, interest driven and collaborative learning 

opportunities (Couros, 2010; McLoughlin & Lee, 2010), however deep exploration of 

teachers’ experiences of this type of learning has received limited research attention. 

The PLN provides an avenue for teachers to maintain their professional knowledge in 

an ongoing, contextually relevant and cost-effective way. Extensive professional 

literature describes strategies for developing PLNs. However, there is a paucity of 

research which investigates the real life experience of teachers who engage with PLNs 

for professional learning.  
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Significance of research 

This research is significant and timely, as attested by the most recent Gonski report. 

Commissioned by the Australian Federal Government, this report recommends that for 

educational excellence in Australian schools, there is a need to:  

Create a continuously improving profession through the provision of 

high-quality professional learning for teachers; appropriate to their 

career stage, development needs and the changes rapidly occurring in 

society (The Department of Education and Training, 2018, p. xiv). 

School environments are complex and diverse, as are teachers as learners and 

practitioners. Significant evidence indicates there is no single strategy for 

implementing effective professional learning opportunities (Guskey, 2009; Mayer & 

Lloyd, 2011; Yoon, Lee, Duncan, Scarloss, & Shapley, 2007). What is evident from 

previous research is that traditional models of professional development have little 

long-term impact on teachers’ practice (Borko, Jacobs, & Koellner, 2010; Stewart, 

2014). Traditional professional development has been found to be typically mandated 

by school administration or system (Loughran, 2012). It is often disconnected from 

current practice (Calvert, 2016) and offered in fragmented, discrete events (Desimone 

& Garet, 2015). This model of professional development is costly in both time and 

money. While the literature emphasises the value of teacher agency, collaboration and 

participation in professional learning, these features of professional learning are not 

always successfully implemented (Calvert, 2016; Desimone & Garet, 2015; Guskey, 

2009; Phillips, 2008; Stewart, 2014; van Veen et al., 2012; Webster-Wright, 2009; 

Wells, 2014; Wilson, 2013).  
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Teachers face a multiplicity of demands which require continuing professional 

learning. Rigorous professional standards are now in place which teachers must meet 

(Walsh, 2016). Teachers must also enhance their own digital literacy and the digital 

literacy of their students (McLeod & Carabott, 2016; Swan, 2015; Walsh, 2016), and 

prepare students to navigate and participate within complex, new media ecologies in 

globally connected environments (Davies, Fidler, & Gorbis, 2011; Walsh, 2016). 

Success in the connected world requires creative individuals who are self-directed and 

flexible learners, able to ‘engage with and apply knowledge on the run’ (McWilliam, 

2011, p. 261). To achieve this in a sustainable way, Nussbaum-Beach and Hall (2012) 

argue that teachers must develop a mindset for learning, focused on collaboration, 

innovation and openness to change. They suggest that through connected learning 

networks (such as PLNs) teachers can extend their practice, grow as professionals and 

demonstrate contemporary learning for their students (Nussbaum-Beach & Hall, 

2012). To date, there are few empirical studies that examine how the experience of 

engaging with PLNs meets the professional learning needs of teachers.  

Much of the current research on professional development and professional learning 

focuses on strategies to improve or measure effectiveness, with little reference to social 

or digital technologies (Desimone & Garet, 2015). While professional literature exists 

which describes the mechanics of developing a PLN (Elliott, 2009; Richardson & 

Mancabelli, 2011; Warlick, 2009; Way, 2012) and multiple blogs speak positively of 

being part of a PLN (Fisher, 2014; Siemens, 2010; Whitby, 2013) there is a lack of 

research investigating teachers’ experience of participating in a self-initiated personal 

learning network.  
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Through addressing this research gap, my thesis makes four significant contributions 

to knowledge and practice. First, I present research findings which respond to the 

question: How do teachers experience professional learning through personal 

learning networks? Through in-depth case studies of thirteen teachers, the findings 

reveal a nuanced understanding of how professional learning occurs through digitally 

mediated participatory networks. Second, I present a model that builds upon the 

synthesis of these findings. The model is informed by the data gathered through this 

research. It proposes a new concept, learning as a connected professional. This model 

enhances understanding about professional learning through PLNs as a multi-faceted 

experience which is personal, yet socially connected. Third, the model informs 

innovative approaches to professional learning through PLNs developed within 

digitally connected environments. The outcomes of my research provide evidence-

based insight into the potential for PLNs to offer an avenue for professional learning 

which effectively meets the complex needs of teachers. Fourth, my study provides the 

foundation for further investigations into how PLNs enable access to learning for 

professionals in a wider range of disciplines.  

Research context - Contemporary schools  

This research explores teachers’ experience of professional learning in the context of 

contemporary schools and digital and connected environments. Around the world, 

teachers are challenged to offer learning opportunities which respond to the rapidly 

changing skills and knowledge young people need to be successful in 21st century 

society (Schleicher, 2012). Unlike the Industrial and Information Ages of the previous 

two hundred years, participation in the workforce today generally requires fewer 

repetitive and routine tasks, but stresses creativity, flexibility, self-direction and the 

ability to work well with others (McWilliam, 2011). We have entered what has been 
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labelled the “Knowledge Age” (Gilbert, 2007) or “Connected Age” (Oblinger, 2013). 

These terms describe the technological changes that have instigated fundamental shifts 

in the way we understand knowledge and knowledge production, which in turn 

influence how we structure education systems (Baker-Doyle, 2017; Mirra, 2017). To 

remain up to date amidst these demands requires teachers to be “high level knowledge 

workers, who constantly advance their own professional knowledge as well as that of 

their profession” (Schleicher, 2012, p. 34).  

As educational reform continues to set high and changing standards, teachers are often 

required to take an active role in career long professional learning (Borko, 2004; The 

Department of Education and Training, 2018). Extensive research suggests that 

participation in high quality professional learning opportunities is one way to enhance 

teaching quality (Borko, 2004; Desimone, 2009; Desimone, Porter, Garet, Yoon, & 

Birman, 2002; Yoon et al., 2007). As a result, teachers are encouraged to take 

ownership of their professional growth and to actively seek out learning opportunities 

that meet their own as well as school and system goals (Australian Institute for 

Teaching and School Leadership, 2014). Hence this research is timely in presenting an 

innovative approach to self-directed professional learning which is suited to the 

contemporary school context.  

This study is situated within the context of digital and connected environments by 

focusing on the PLN. The PLN is a set of connections and interactions with people and 

resources, mediated by social technologies, to enhance professional learning. Teachers 

in the contemporary school context can engage with professional learning by 

leveraging social technologies, which enable connections between people and 

resources that are not limited geographically or temporally (Dron & Anderson, 2014). 
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Professional learning through PLNs may offer learning opportunities beyond what was 

possible before our connected era (Baker-Doyle, 2017).  

Theoretical perspective - Social learning through networks 

This research is framed theoretically by social learning as it occurs through 

technologically mediated networks, known as PLNs. When learners collaborate to 

build knowledge through PLNs, they are taking part in learning as a social practice. 

Viewing learning as an active process of constructing knowledge underpins all forms 

of constructivism (Dron & Anderson, 2014). This research draws on social 

constructivism, which suggests that dialogue, interaction with one’s environment and 

the mediation of others leads to the negotiation and formation of meaning (Dron & 

Anderson, 2014; Kanuka & Anderson, 1999; Vygotsky, 1978). Although traditionally 

teaching was known for its culture of individualism, as teachers were isolated in their 

classrooms (Vangrieken, Dochy, Raes, & Kyndt, 2015; Vrieling, van den Beemt, & de 

Laat, 2016), there has been a noted paradigm shift towards collaboration and social 

learning (Vrieling et al., 2016).  

The development of the internet and social technologies has created the potential for 

new ways to interact, communicate and construct knowledge. The networked nature 

of the internet, and its role in supporting connectivity for learning has led to growth in 

the concept of networked learning. This concept gained currency in the late 1990s 

(Carvalho & Goodyear, 2014) and describes the learning which occurs in and through 

connections between people and between people and resources, mediated by digital 

technology (Jones, 2008).  



19 
 

Networked learning is associated with a number of theories and frameworks 

(Czerkawski, 2015; Dron & Anderson, 2014). Emerging perspectives which are 

relevant to the area of education and teacher professional learning include 

connectivism (Siemens, 2005) and connected learning (Ito et al., 2013). Connectivism 

and connected learning feature principles and frameworks based upon the existence of 

digitally mediated networks, and both emphasise the necessity of meaningful 

connection in the construction of knowledge and understanding. As this research 

focuses strongly on identifying outcomes for teachers engaging in professional 

development through digitally mediated networks known as PLNs, connectivism and 

connected learning will provide pedagogical frames of reference for the study. 

Connectivism describes learning as the development of connections and the ability to 

see and manipulate patterns and trends within and across networks (Downes, 2012). 

This perspective informs how teachers might draw value not just from what they 

currently know, but from their potential to know more through their personal learning 

networks (Greenhow & Lewin, 2016). In the connectivist view, learning is the process 

of continually creating networks between individuals, resources and sources of 

information – the personal learning network (Siemens, 2006, p. 29). As information 

develops and changes rapidly, the connections that enable us to learn are more 

important than our current state of knowing (Siemens, 2006, p. 36). This is particularly 

relevant for teacher professional learning, where teachers are asked to continually 

acquire and implement new knowledge and skills and to share this new practice with 

others (Cole, 2012). 

Connected learning is a pedagogical framework that explains how networks create 

opportunities for meaningful participation in learning. Jones (2015) equates networked 
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learning and connected learning, suggesting that the main difference is that 

foundational research in connected learning specifically applied to young people, 

while networked learning has more usually been identified in higher education 

research. However, exponents of connected learning emphasise that it is a model that 

has resonance for different age groups (Ito et al., 2013). Recent updates to the 

connected learning framework suggest a widening focus that includes adult learners 

(Ito, 2018). Connected learning draws on theories of social learning and networked 

learning to create a framework where digital technology provides a socially and 

culturally embedded space that encourages interaction, participation and knowledge 

construction (Ito et al., 2013). Therefore, this research draws on aspects of connected 

learning when investigating the experiences of teachers learning through PLNs.  

Research approach 

This research is underpinned by a qualitative, interpretivist paradigm. Qualitative 

research is often conducted to develop knowledge in areas where presently little 

empirical research exists (Creswell, 2014). Therefore, it is appropriate for exploring 

teachers’ experiences of PLNs for professional learning, an area which has received 

limited attention. The interpretivist paradigm aligns with the social constructivist lens 

through which this research problem is viewed. Social constructivist theory suggests 

that knowledge is constructed socially, although each individual interprets these social 

interactions differently, resulting in the emergence of multiple realities (Kanuka & 

Anderson, 1999). The PLN is a social constructivist phenomenon. It exists for the 

purpose of social construction of knowledge through the exchange of information. It 

leads to the development of myriad learning opportunities. Each learner engages with 

others yet constructs individual understandings to meet personally identified learning 

needs.  
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Qualitative case study methodology was adopted for this research due to its strength 

in evaluating complex educational innovations (Simons, 2009). Simons defines the 

case study approach as “an in-depth exploration from multiple perspectives of the 

complexity and uniqueness of a particular project, policy, institution, programme or 

system in a ‘real life’ context” (Simons, 2009, p. 21). It is research-based, inclusive of 

different methods and is evidence led. This research is qualitative and interpretive as 

it explores the phenomenon of teachers’ experience of professional learning through 

PLNs. The findings of this in-depth investigation of teachers’ lived experiences has 

generated new understandings about this type of professional learning, by revealing 

multiple perspectives of how teachers learn through PLNs.  

This is a collective qualitative case study (Simons, 2009), which compares the cases 

of 13 individual teachers. It recognises that professional learning for teachers is a 

complex area. There are many forms of professional learning, and teachers’ needs and 

working contexts are varied (Avalos, 2011; Borko, 2004; Desimone, 2009). The 

experience of professional learning is personal for each teacher. Therefore, the 

individual teacher is the case study unit of analysis. The teachers’ experience is the 

real-life phenomenon which creates the boundaries in each case (Yin, 2009). To gather 

data on each teacher’s experience, semi-structured interviews were used. The findings 

from these case studies have been used as a basis for the development of a new model 

which conceptualises learning as a connected professional.  

As a collective case study, the data reflect the 13 teachers’ personal experiences. The 

data were examined separately and then compared to form a collective understanding 

of professional learning through PLNs (Stake, 1995). The purpose of conducting a 

collective case study was two-fold. Firstly, as research about teachers’ use of PLNs for 
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professional learning is limited, exploration of a range of case studies provided 

opportunities to investigate how varying context and individual experience influenced 

the outcomes of engagement with this style of learning (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Through 

the in-depth study of a range of individual perspectives, it was possible to develop rich 

understandings about this phenomenon. Secondly, collective case study provided the 

analytical benefits of cross case analysis (Simons, 2009), and the opportunity to draw 

themes from the research to inform the development of the model of learning as a 

connected professional.  

Summary of key findings 

The case study findings reveal the varied and complex nature of teachers’ experience 

of professional learning through PLNs. The overarching finding is that teachers who 

engage with professional learning through PLNs experience learning as a connected 

professional. The teachers’ reflections indicate that there are individual and shared 

experiences, as the following summary indicates: 

• Each teachers’ personal learning network was an individual creation.  

• The dispositions, contexts and individual needs of each teacher informed 

their experience of learning through their PLN. 

• Each teacher had their own approach to learning through their PLN. 

• The way teachers referred to their PLN varied. 

• Boundaries between online and offline interactions were sometimes 

blurred. 

• Teachers identified advantages and disadvantages of their PLNs which 

were managed differently depending upon the learner. 
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• Affective outcomes of professional learning through PLNs include the 

development of a more positive sense of self, feelings of support and 

solidarity and gaining broader perspectives. 

• Learning purposefully – teachers engage with their PLNs for problem 

solving, staying up to date, research and because it provided the only 

source of professional learning. 

• Learning socially – teachers’ experience is influenced by the type of 

connection, like-mindedness, authenticity or shared purpose. 

• Learning strategically – teachers adopt strategies to manage information, 

time, the network itself and their own digital presence.  

 

Based upon these findings, I have constructed the model of learning as a connected 

professional. This model incorporates three conceptual elements: arenas of learning, 

teacher as learner and PLN, which I introduce and discuss in Chapter 8. Each of these 

elements is characterised by learning practices which I describe as linking, stretching 

or amplifying. This model presents a guide for teachers or other professionals who 

wish to initiate or extend their PLN, or for educators wishing to develop innovative 

approaches for professional learning that incorporate aspects of connected learning 

and PLNs.  

Definition of terms 

In the following section, I provide a brief definition of key terms as used in this thesis.  

Professional Development  

Professional development refers to traditional modes of formal learning that teachers 

are required to undertake after the completion of their preservice studies (Borko, 2004; 
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Carpenter & Krutka, 2015; Desimone & Garet, 2015). This may include attendance at 

workshops, seminars or conferences, often offsite, and potentially decontextualized 

from the classroom (Little, 2012; van Veen et al., 2012). 

Professional Learning  

Professional learning describes the range of learning opportunities that teachers may 

choose to undertake throughout their career (Calvert, 2016; Webster-Wright, 2009). 

Professional learning occurs in many different contexts, takes different forms and is 

informal or formally organised (Desimone, 2009).  

Personal Learning Network (PLN) 

The Personal Learning Network (PLN) is an online network, mediated by social 

technologies and strategically initiated by the individual. It encompasses the context 

of learning, the participants within the network and the connections with people, 

information & resources which form the network (Jones, 2008, 2015; Richardson & 

Mancabelli, 2011).  

I use the term personal learning network rather than professional learning network in 

this study to highlight the individual teacher’s role in a PLN’s creation and 

development (Nussbaum-Beach & Hall, 2012). It also differentiates individually 

initiated and maintained PLNs from externally created and hosted networks which are 

open for any teacher to join.  

Social Technologies 

 The terms social media, social software and social technologies are sometimes used 

synonymously (Dabbagh & Kitsantas, 2012; Dron & Anderson, 2014). In this thesis 

the term social technologies is used to describe online connective tools and 
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applications which enable users to create connections to other people, sources of 

information and content.  

Examples of social technologies that are commonly used in the creation of a PLN 

include social bookmarking tools such as Diigo or Delicious, social networking tools 

including Twitter, Facebook, Tumblr and Instagram and content publishing tools such 

as blogs and wikis. Aggregation tools including RSS readers and curation tools such 

as Flipboard or Pinterest are also used to discover, collect and collate digital content 

within PLNs (Dabbagh & Reo, 2010; Richardson & Mancabelli, 2011; Warlick, 2009). 

Structure of thesis  

Chapter 1 introduces and provides an overview of this thesis. This introduction has 

identified the research problem, the aims and significance of the research, and situated 

the study within the contexts of teacher professional learning and learning through 

PLNs. It has outlined the research approach I have taken to conduct this collective 

qualitative case study and defined important terms I have used through the thesis. 

Chapter 2 presents the first half of the literature review, which begins by establishing 

the international reach of PLNs, hence the global scope of this research. I explore the 

concept of professional learning, differentiating it from professional development. I 

identify the purposes of professional learning and what leads to effective professional 

learning. I then review the literature on teachers’ experience of professional learning. 

Chapter 3 comprises the second part of the literature review, which focuses on social 

learning and the concept of learning through digital networks. I present an overview 

of different social configurations common in online learning, and critically analyse the 

theoretical literature concerning learning in networks, focusing on networked learning, 
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connectivism and connected learning. I complete the literature review by examining 

the current literature on PLNs, before presenting an overview of the limited literature 

exploring PLNs for teacher professional learning. 

Chapter 4 presents the research design. This includes the research question, and the 

position of the research within the qualitative field. I explain my role as an 

interpretivist researcher, and the reasons for my choice of a qualitative, collective case 

study approach. I outline the design of the research process and discuss the measures 

I have taken to ensure the rigour of this study. I identify the limitations of the study 

and present the ethical considerations that I have taken to protect the wellbeing of the 

research participants. 

Chapters 5, 6 and 7 reveal the findings of this collective case study. In Chapter 5, I 

present the separate cases of the participants, through a set of vignettes which illustrate 

the context, characteristics and PLN of each of the 13 teachers. These vignettes draw 

attention to the individual nature of the PLN for professional learning. Chapter 6 offers 

the reflections of the teachers on their professional learning experiences through their 

PLNs. It gives an overview of the outcomes of this type of professional learning for 

the teachers, the advantages and disadvantages the teachers identified and their advice 

to other teachers considering developing a PLN for professional learning. Chapter 7 

presents the findings of cross-case comparison, identifying the shared experiences of 

the teachers, including how they learnt purposefully, strategically and socially through 

their PLNs.  

Chapter 8 discusses the case study findings and suggests that teachers’ experience of 

professional learning through their PLN enables them to learn as connected 



27 
 

professionals. I present a model of learning as a connected professional. This model 

comprises three elements. First, the pedagogical, personal and public arenas, which 

describe the contexts for professional learning, informed by teachers’ learning needs 

and goals. The second and third elements of the model are the teacher as learner and 

PLN. These three elements are characterised by learning experiences which are 

linking, stretching or amplifying. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the 

practice of learning as a connected professional through a PLN. 

Chapter 9 concludes this thesis. It provides a summary of the thesis and discusses 

implications for research and practice. I identify why this study is significant not only 

as a contribution to research in teachers’ professional learning that is based in 

evidence, but also as a practical guide for professionals seeking professional learning 

which takes advantage of the affordances of social technologies. It offers insights into 

the ways in which individuals can move beyond temporal and geographical boundaries 

to collaborate and create knowledge beyond their local context. I offer potential areas 

for future investigation emerging from this research, which include additional 

exploration of the concept of learning as a connected professional and expansion of 

the concept of connected learning in teacher professional development. I conclude with 

thoughts regarding how the PLN offers innovative professional learning which is 

flexible, highly relevant, personally meaningful and transformative for teachers and 

their profession.  
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Chapter 2: Literature review - Teacher professional learning 

To remain effective and up-to-date, school teachers, like other professionals, are 

encouraged to undertake regular learning opportunities to extend and enhance their 

knowledge and practice. There is evidence that professional learning increases 

teaching quality, thereby providing opportunities for enhanced student achievement 

(Opfer & Pedder, 2011). The importance of professional learning has resulted in an 

extensive body of research describing how teachers learn and identifying effective 

ways to support the complex process of teacher learning. This complexity has 

challenged researchers, and has led to a highly fragmented field of research (Kennedy, 

2014b). The emergence of online professional learning opportunities, including PLNs, 

has further expanded the field.  

This study’s literature review is presented in Chapters 2 and 3. In Chapter 2, I explore 

teacher professional learning research, including models of professional learning and 

studies identifying what leads to effective professional learning. In Chapter 3, I 

consider the influence that networked, social technologies have had on teachers’ 

professional learning. I investigate social configurations for online learning and 

research concerning learning through PLNs. Based on the critical evaluation of the 

literature in Chapters 2 and 3, I conclude by identifying the research gap that this 

qualitative case study addresses. 

Turning now to the research literature pertaining to professional learning, I commence 

by placing professional learning research within a global context. Then, I examine the 

terminology used to describe ongoing education for practicing teachers. In this thesis 

I use professional learning rather than professional development, a decision which 

arises from the literature review. Next, to explore the concept of professional learning 
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for teachers, I analyse the purpose of teachers’ professional learning as well as the 

various models and metaphors used to explain the ways in which teachers learn. I 

follow this with an examination of what the literature suggests leads to effective 

professional learning for teachers and compare this to the current experience of 

teachers described in the literature.  

The global context of professional learning research 

This literature review considers research on teachers’ professional learning from an 

international perspective, but largely draws on research from high income countries, 

where similarity exists in pre-service training, education systems and educational 

reforms. A great deal of research on teacher professional learning derives from the 

United States (Borko, 2004; Borko et al., 2010; Darling-Hammond, Wei, Andree, 

Richardson, & Orphanos, 2009; Desimone, 2009; Desimone & Garet, 2015; Guskey, 

2009). Research is also available from the United Kingdom, Europe and Canada (Bell, 

Cordingley, Crisp, & Hawkins, 2012; Cordingley, 2015; Fullan, 2007; Hargreaves & 

Fullan, 2012; Kennedy, 2014a; Little, 2012; van Veen & Kooy, 2012; van Veen et al., 

2012). There is also a moderate amount of research on teacher professional learning 

emerging from Australia and New Zealand (Cole, 2012; Doecke et al., 2008; 

Timperley, 2008, 2011; Timperley, Wilson, Barrar, & Fung, 2007; Walsh, 2016; 

Webster-Wright, 2009, 2010). In parts of Asia, teacher professional learning research 

is notable for its focus on teacher networks, teacher collaboration and co-planning and 

the Japanese notion of lesson study (Fernandez, 2002; Hairon & Dimmock, 2012; 

Hong & Kang, 2008; Isoda, 2010; Tripp, 2004; Wong & Tsui, 2007; Wood & 

Sithamparam, 2015).  
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Limited empirical research on teacher professional development has been conducted 

in countries with emerging economies, including parts of Asia, Africa and South 

America. That which exists has identified different purposes for professional learning 

compared with high income countries. This is possibly due to diverging levels of pre-

service teacher training, economic growth and educational policy reform (Day & 

Sachs, 2004; Reid & Kleinhenz, 2015). In a literature review of teacher professional 

development in developing countries, Reid and Kleinhenz (2015) found that 

professional development situated within the context of the school environment was 

often the most effective strategy, because of wide range of levels of pre-service teacher 

training. In developing countries embedding learning within the local context and 

providing mentoring to less experienced teachers provides the differentiated support 

sometimes required by teaching staff with varying skill levels. Growing access to 

mobile and networked communications technologies in developing countries is also 

creating greater opportunities for learning (Reid & Kleinhenz, 2015). These findings 

suggest that there is potential for PLNs to play a role in remote and developing 

communities. Little current research exists that considers this possibility.  

Across all geographic regions, research investigating teacher professional learning 

through PLNs is limited, but growing. The majority of literature that does exist 

investigates the experience of groups of teachers using a specific social media platform 

(e.g. Twitter) or in a pre-created online learning network (Couros, 2010; Ivanova, 

2009; Oliver, 2016; Visser, Evering, & Barrett, 2014). An exception is the work of 

Trust, Krutka, and Carpenter (2016), which takes a large scale approach to initiate 

research in the area of teachers’ professional learning through PLNs. The findings of 

this large-scale research inform my own study. My thesis contributes nuanced insights 
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into the experience of individual teachers who engage with professional learning 

through their PLNs, thus contributing to the gap in the research.  

Terminology – Professional development or professional learning 

The multifaceted nature of teachers’ professional learning is reflected in the variety of 

terminologies used to describe it. Although the term ‘continuing professional 

education’ (CPE) appears to be used in many professions (Cervero, 2001; Daley & 

Cervero, 2015), extensive searching has revealed that it is less often used in research 

literature which focuses purely on school teachers. There are a variety of terms used 

within the field of educational research, and in professional and policy discourse. 

These include ‘training and development’, ‘in-service education’ and ‘training and 

professional development’ (McRae, Ainsworth, Groves, Rowland, & Zbar, 2001), 

‘staff development’, ‘continuing education’, ‘continuing professional development’ 

and ‘lifelong learning for teachers’ (Doecke et al., 2008, p. 18), ‘In-service teacher 

training’ or ‘In-service’ (Avalos, 2011; Dunst, Bruder, & Hamby, 2015; Wong & Tsui, 

2007), and ‘career-long professional learning’ (Education Scotland, 2012).  

Two of the most frequently used terms are:  

•  ‘professional development’ (Borko, 2004; Borko et al., 2010; Carpenter & 

Krutka, 2015; Claxton, 1996; Cole, 2004; Day & Sachs, 2004; Desimone & 

Garet, 2015; Desimone, Porter, Garet, Yoon, & Birman, 2002; Glass & 

Vrasidas, 2004; Guskey, 2003; Kennedy, 2014a; Little, 1993; Lom & 

Sullenger, 2011; Postholm, 2012; Sachs, 2011; Yoon et al., 2007); and 
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• ‘professional learning’(Bleicher, 2014; Calvert, 2016; Cole, 2012; Darling-

Hammond et al., 2009; Easton, 2008; Education Scotland, 2012; Edwards, 

2012; Hargreaves, 2000; Mayer & Lloyd, 2011; Mockler, 2013; Stewart, 2014; 

Timperley, 2011; Timperley & Alton-Lee, 2008; Webster-Wright, 2009). 

Although professional development and professional learning tend to be used 

interchangeably in professional discourse, in the research literature there continues to 

be discussion about the meaning of these terms. Some use the word ‘development’ to 

describe ongoing changes that take place in a teacher’s practice over a long period of 

time, and learning as the process which initiates these changes (Fraser, Kennedy, Reid, 

& McKinney, 2007). In contrast, ‘learning’ may be considered an outcome of 

professional development (Desimone, 2009). It appears that the term professional 

development is still in common usage in the literature emerging from the United States 

and parts of Europe, while the term professional learning is becoming more commonly 

accepted within Australia and the Asia Pacific, although within these regions there are 

variations (Edwards, 2012).  

With no agreement on how the terms ‘professional development’ and ‘professional 

learning’ should be used, and no overarching definition, debate has focused on the 

implications of the words ‘development’ and ‘learning’. This debate explores what 

each of these terms indicate for the professionalism of teachers and the type of learning 

this level of professionalism requires (O’Brien & Jones, 2014). Traditional 

professional development generally consists of offsite attendance at workshops, 

seminars or conferences, where external consultants deliver discrete skills, knowledge 

or behaviours (Cole, 2004; Little, 2012; Mayer & Lloyd, 2011; van Veen et al., 2012). 

Thus, the term professional development has been critiqued for implying that the 
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teacher is having something ‘done to’ them rather than actively participating (Easton, 

2008; Glass & Vrasidas, 2004; Loughran, 2012). Fullan (2007) argues that the term 

professional development will continue to cause obstacles to progress for as long as it 

is in use. The implication is that that to ‘develop’ a teacher suggests a deficit model, 

where the teacher passively accepts knowledge and skills that others perceive are 

wanting, rather than acknowledging the capacity of teachers to direct their own 

learning (Calvert, 2016). Some researchers, including myself, use professional 

development to refer to traditional modes of formal learning, such as attendance at 

workshops, seminars or conferences, which sometimes occur offsite, and may be 

decontextualized from everyday classroom practice.  

The term professional learning offers a broader conception than professional 

development. Professional learning can describe the wide range of ways teachers grow 

in their professional knowledge and skills. Reframing professional development to 

professional learning represents a shift from a narrow, objectivist epistemology of 

teacher as vessel to be filled, and acknowledges the much broader potentials for teacher 

learning (Webster-Wright, 2009). Thus, professional learning is described as:  

…the formal and informal learning experiences undertaken by teachers 

and school leaders that improve their individual professional practice 

and the school’s collective effectiveness as measured by improved 

student engagement and learning outcomes (Cole, 2012, p. 4). 

This statement acknowledges that teacher learning occurs in a wide range of formal 

and informal settings, with the goal of enhancing individual teacher practice, which in 

turn may influence overall school effectiveness. Through this definition, professional 

learning is considered a factor in improving student engagement and learning 
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outcomes, therefore providing the expectation that what is learnt will be applied within 

the classroom or the greater school environment.  

Formal and informal professional learning 

When teachers experience professional learning, it may be formal or informal. Formal 

professional learning is typified by structured workshops, presentations or courses, 

with a defined and pre-set curriculum (Jurasaite-Harbison & Rex, 2010; Richter, 

Kunter, Klusmann, Lüdtke, & Baumert, 2011). Participation in formal professional 

learning opportunities is often mandatory, and the ability to gauge attendance as a 

measure of accountability may lead to it being considered ‘real’ professional learning 

(Armour & Yelling, 2007; Cole, 2012; Richter et al., 2011). Formal professional 

learning appears to be a predominant experience for teachers (Bill & Melinda Gates 

Foundation, 2014; Hustler, McNamara, Jarvis, Londra, & Campbell, 2003).  

Informal professional learning does not feature a planned curriculum and occurs in 

myriad environments and contexts (Desimone, 2009). It is generally initiated by the 

teacher, who independently identifies goals and learning strategies (Richter et al., 

2011). The learning is guided by the needs and interests of the individual, who has 

greater control of what, where, when and with whom they learn. It is this flexibility 

that is often appealing to teachers (Armour & Yelling, 2007).  

Informal learning occurring through interaction between people and resources, where 

the process and outcome are unpredictable, has also been termed ‘emergent learning’ 

(Williams, Karousou, & Mackness, 2011, p. 2). Emergent learning, as with informal 

learning, requires the learner to organise and determine the learning process and goals. 

This creates a lack of predictability, which is one of the major challenges for those 

wishing to evaluate direct outcomes, or validate new knowledge that has been created 
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(Williams et al., 2011). This is potentially one of the reasons why emergent and 

informal learning may go unrecognised (Cameron & Harrison, 2012; Sangrà & 

Wheeler, 2013; Williams et al., 2011).  

Despite the challenge of accountability, research supports informal learning, as it 

enables a sense of ownership and participation (Hanraets, Hulsebosch, & de Laat, 

2011). Learning which is “situated, embedded and maintained in the daily culture of 

shared practices and professional standards” is considered most effective when 

teachers are able to cultivate relationships with others, to enhance their ability to gain 

access to information or resources when needed (Hanraets et al., 2011, p. 85). Thus, 

informal learning is inherently social.  

My analysis of the literature indicates that the term professional learning encapsulates 

the ways that teachers progress their growth as a professional practitioner every day, 

both formally and informally. Therefore, this research uses the term professional 

learning, to indicate all opportunities teachers undertake to enhance their effectiveness.  

The concept of professional learning 

The fragmented nature of research exploring teachers’ professional learning reflects 

the complex and evolving role of teachers and their contexts. According to Hargreaves 

(2000) teachers’ experience of their profession and the nature of their professional 

learning has progressed through four ages, as described in Table 2.1.  
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Table 2.1 
Summary of the four ages of professionalism and professional learning 

Ages of 

profession 
Teachers’ experience Nature of professional learning 

Prior to 

1960:  

Pre-

professional 

Largely managerial 

Based on ‘common sense’ and 

experience 

Little requirement for professional learning 

beyond period of training and observation of 

experienced teacher 

1960s – mid-

1980s: 

Autonomous 

professional 

Tertiary training raised status of 

teachers 

Teacher had autonomy to do 

‘what’s best’ 

Teaching was a singular 

experience, within the isolation of 

the classroom. 

Off-site, individual professional 

development courses  

Little transfer to classroom and very limited 

sharing of learning with colleagues 

Mid-1980s – 

2000:  

Collegial 

professional 

Teachers began to collaborate to 

manage expansion and change in 

curriculum and pedagogical 

knowledge as well as increasingly 

diverse student groups 

Off-site, one-off courses did not meet needs 

of teachers in a continually changing 

environment 

Collaborative planning, professional 

interaction became seen as additional 

options for learning 

2000 – 

Current time: 

Post/Post-

modern 

professional 

Teachers challenged in increasingly 

complex contexts and facing rapid 

change and high demands 

Market-based policies influence 

budgets and increased 

accountability reduces status of 

profession 

Development of networks and relationships 

beyond teaching seen as possible source of 

new learning  

Teachers are challenged by assumptions 

about teaching made by the public & are 

encouraged to make practice transparent  

Increased emphasis on demonstrating value 

gained from professional learning 

Based on the work of Hargreaves (2000) 
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The information in Table 2.1 demonstrates how the content, context and process of 

professional learning have changed alongside understandings of the teachers’ role. The 

role of the teacher has grown from a pre-professional level to become increasingly 

complex, and a larger number of stakeholders have become involved in determining 

curriculum, pedagogy and school management. The ways in which teachers access 

professional learning have altered to reflect these changes, and the literature mirrors 

this experimentation with different approaches to learning. Offsite and 

decontextualized training continues to exist alongside newer approaches to learning 

which emphasise collaborative, authentic learning. This situation is further 

complicated by increasing emphasis on teacher standards and accountability, which 

favour standardised professional development where elements such as attendance are 

measurable (Hardy & Rönnerman, 2011). There is a tension between what may 

constitute high quality professional learning, and effective implementation. 

Research has sought to maintain pace with the evolution of the teacher’s role and the 

challenge of maintaining professional learning to meet the changing needs of students 

and increasingly high expectations from external stakeholders (Hargreaves, 2000). 

Whether this has been achieved is questionable, as evident through unresolved debates 

regarding terminology, theoretical models of professional learning and measures of 

effectiveness continue. Published critiques suggest that more focus is needed on how 

teachers learn, and the conditions and contexts that support this learning (Kennedy, 

2014b; Opfer & Pedder, 2011). The following sections draw together the research to 

offer an understanding of professional learning for teachers which recognises the 

strains of meeting compliance requirements while acknowledging teacher 

professionalism by allowing for self-direction and autonomy in learning.  
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The purpose of professional learning 

Just as the terminology used to describe teachers’ learning is varied, a range of models 

exist which describe the nature of teachers’ professional learning opportunities. These 

models give insight into the purposes of professional learning and teachers’ experience 

of professional learning opportunities.  

Table 2.2 summarises three related models which all recognise the continuing 

professional learning of teachers. The first two models use the term CPD to refer to 

continued professional development, and they explore the purposes and outcomes of 

different types of professional development for teachers (Kennedy, 2014a; Sachs, 

2011). The third model investigates how different professional learning approaches 

can co-exist within a climate requiring accountability and value from investments in 

teacher learning (Hargreaves, 2000; Lloyd & Davis, 2018). Through analysing these 

models in turn, I critically evaluate the research-based conceptions of teacher 

professional learning.   
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Table 2.2 
Comparison of 3 professional learning models 

Professional 

Learning 

Model 

Spectrum of CPD* 

models (adapted) 

(Kennedy, 2014b) 

The CPD* Grid 

(Metaphors for CPD)  

(Sachs, 2011)  

Pragmatic model of teacher 

professional learning 

 (Lloyd & Davis, 2018) 

Focus of 

model 

How capacity for teacher 

agency and autonomy 

varies in professional 

learning approaches. 

What professional 

learning approaches meet 

teachers’ complex needs. 

What features of professional 

learning satisfy teachers’ needs for 

performativity and autonomy. 

Purpose of 

model 

Comparison of nine 

models of CPD, placed 

into three categories 

according to purpose 

The combination of four 

aims of professional 

learning, may be optimal 

for teachers and students 

Three continua, which present six 

categories of learning may offer a 

balance between teachers’ agency 

and systemic requirements  

Core 

concepts 

Three categories of 

purpose: 

Transmissive 

Malleable 

Transformative 

Four professional 

learning aims:  

Retooling 

Remodelling 

Revitalising 

Reimagining 

Three continua; six categories of 

professional learning: 

Domain of influence:  

direct to teacher identified 

Sphere of action: formal to informal 

Capacity for autonomy 

/transformation: 

individual to guided 

Adapted from Kennedy (2014b); Lloyd and Davis (2018); Sachs (2011) 
*CPD: continued professional development  
 

As summarised in the above table, the research of Kennedy (2014b) and Sachs (2011) 

acknowledges that there is a range of ways that teachers engage with professional 

learning. Although they use a variety of terminologies, all three suggest that different 

types of professional learning produce different outcomes, and this knowledge can be 

used to develop learning which is therefore more likely to meet teachers’ needs. The 

three models are discussed below. 
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Spectrum of CPD models 

Kennedy (2014b, p. 693) presents a spectrum of professional development models, 

which range according to an “increasing capacity for professional autonomy and 

teacher agency,” from transmissive, to malleable, to transformative. Related to these 

categories, Kennedy (2014b) gives examples of models of professional development. 

Traditional, passive learning experiences such as training and cascade models, where 

teachers are trained and required to disseminate this learning to their colleagues, are 

considered transmissive learning opportunities. Here, the learning is transmitted from 

the source to the learner in a standardised way.  

Malleable learning includes learning opportunities that are flexible, and which can 

achieve different outcomes. Kennedy (2014b) uses the example of mentoring to 

demonstrate malleability - the mentor is as likely to encourage autonomy and creativity 

as they might bring about conformity. Community of practice models and standards 

based models are included in this category, as they either generate or limit the learner’s 

potential for change and growth.  

The transformative category describes collaborative professional inquiry models, 

where new knowledge is constructed, and the teacher is afforded agency and 

professional autonomy to pursue learning with greater freedom. Kennedy (2014b) 

cautions against seeing the spectrum as a measure of least preferred (transmissive) to 

most preferred (transformative), suggesting that the model allows for the analysis of 

patterns and trends in teachers’ learning experiences, with each type of experience 

contributing a particular purpose.  
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The CPD grid 

The CPD grid presents differing approaches for continuing teacher professional 

development which align with Kennedy’s spectrum of models (2014b). Sachs (2011) 

presents four metaphors which describe different types of professional development 

experience: retooling, remodelling, revitalising and reimagining, which balance 

purposes and professional outcomes. The metaphors for continuing professional 

development describe learning opportunities that allow for a range of professional 

outcomes, from improved teaching skills in the retooling category, to the production 

of new knowledge when teachers are encouraged to engage in inquiry (Sachs, 2011). 

This spectrum, like the work of Kennedy (2014b), charts increasing levels of teacher 

agency and autonomy, as shown in Table 2.3. 

Table 2.3 
Comparison of spectrum of CPD* models with metaphors for continuing teacher PD  

Summarised from the work of Kennedy (2014b); Sachs (2011)  
*CPD: continued professional development 
 

As Kennedy (2014b) and Sachs (2011) observe, the type of professional learning that 

is accessible to teachers has implications for the way that teacher professionalism is 

understood. That is, emphasis on standards and competency, reflected in the use of 

transmissive professional development which focuses on retooling and remodelling, 

Sachs (2011) Retooling Remodelling Revitalising Reimagining 

Kennedy (2014a) Transmissive Transmissive Malleable Transformative 

Learning 

processes 

Passive recipient 

of knowledge 

Uncritical 

consumer 
Collaboration 

Knowledge 

creation 

Approaches 

One off seminars 

Training from 

outside expert 

External 

programs devised 

externally 

Collaborative 
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may be more prevalent in climates of performativity. A climate or culture of 

performativity is one where teacher quality or effectiveness is considered to be 

measurable through indicators such as student achievement and performance against 

system wide standards (Ball, 2003; Holloway & Brass, 2018). Such climates may take 

a managerial focus, viewing teachers as controlled, compliant technicians 

(Hargreaves, 2000; Kennedy, 2014b; Sachs, 2011). Participating in formal 

professional development may be one way in which teacher performance is measured 

(Holloway & Brass, 2018). The different purposes of professional learning models as 

described by Sachs (2011) and Kennedy (2014b) reflects the role and value of (perhaps 

less measurable) transformative learning opportunities. They both argue for a balance 

which includes opportunities for all types of professional development. This allows 

teachers to demonstrate participation in required professional development to improve 

pedagogical skills and update discipline knowledge, while also recognising teacher 

professionalism through the greater agency and autonomy afforded by transformative 

inquiry and collaborative action research.  

A pragmatic model of teacher professional learning. 

The recent pragmatic model of teacher professional learning indicates that a balance 

between meeting performative requirements and offering teacher agency and 

autonomy is potentially possible through variation in learning opportunities (Lloyd & 

Davis, 2018). This model examines professional learning requirements in Australia, 

and finds that teachers have opportunities to engage in some informal and self-directed 

and identified learning, although directed and guided learning opportunities are more 

common. Lloyd and Davis (2018) conclude that this is evidence that schools and 

systems are attempting to design more purposeful professional learning, which reflects 

variation from transmissive to transformative approaches. This study is very small, 
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using just three Australian programmes to illustrate how teachers’ professionalism and 

capacity to determine their professional learning can exist while still meeting 

performative requirements. Whether teachers are aware of this potential or if this 

balance is regularly experienced remains unaddressed.  

The effectiveness of professional learning 

The existence of a separate body of research which explores the perceived 

effectiveness of teachers’ professional learning reflects the complexity of professional 

learning. There are different ways to assess the effectiveness of professional learning, 

however the influence of teachers’ professional learning on student achievement is a 

popular measure, as external stakeholders tend to seek demonstrable impacts for their 

financial investments (Guskey, 2014). Despite its common use, identifying causal 

evidence between particular strategies in professional learning and student 

achievement appears problematic (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). In their systematic 

review Yoon et al. (2007) concluded that there is a lack of well-designed evaluations 

to assess the relationship between teacher professional learning and student 

achievement, as they found only nine studies out of 1343 to be of sufficient quality to 

draw valid conclusions. Adding to questions of validity are claims that assessing 

effectiveness of professional learning using single indicators, such as student test 

results, is too narrow (Doecke et al., 2008; Ingvarson, Meiers, & Beavis, 2005). When 

appraising the effectiveness of professional learning, changes in teacher knowledge 

and practice could also be considered, in addition to improvements in student learning 

outcomes (Cole, 2012; Darling-Hammond, Hyler, & Gardner, 2017). Changes in 

practice include more proficient curriculum design and higher quality instructional and 

classroom management strategies (Cole, 2012). Improvement in teacher practice may 
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in turn lead to enhanced school cultures and student achievement (Cole, 2012; 

Ingvarson et al., 2005; Mayer & Lloyd, 2011).  

Research from the United States has found consensus in studies suggesting that there 

are at least five core aspects of professional learning experiences which contribute to 

improvements in teacher practice and student learning (Desimone, 2009; Desimone & 

Garet, 2015). These aspects are content focus, active learning, coherence, sustained 

duration and collective participation. I will now explore each of these aspects in turn.  

Content focus  

Professional learning with a content focus directly and explicitly links to the subject 

matter taught, and the ways in which students learn that subject matter (Desimone, 

2009). There is evidence to suggest that professional learning which develops content 

and/or pedagogical knowledge improves teachers’ practice (Desimone, 2009; 

Ingvarson et al., 2005; Shulman, 2013). As teachers develop a deeper knowledge of 

subject content and how students learn, they could become better practitioners, able to 

apply what they know more effectively in line with the curriculum (Little, 2012). 

Effective formal professional learning opportunities with a content focus are generally 

discipline specific, and include opportunities for teachers to develop their subject 

based content knowledge, in ways that are embedded within their actual working 

context (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017). Teachers benefit from using their own 

students’ work, thus building learning into the day to day practice of teaching (Doecke 

et al., 2008; Hawley, 2007).  

Active learning 

Active learning takes many forms, and is typified by opportunities where participants 

are involved in the experience of constructing knowledge and understandings, rather 
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than passively receiving information (Desimone, 2009; Garet, Porter, Desimone, 

Birman, & Yoon, 2001; Penuel, Fishman, Yamaguchi, & Gallagher, 2007). When 

teachers are actively planning, analysing, discussing and reviewing student work, the 

learning that occurs has been found to be more effective in creating change in teacher 

practice (Borko, 2004; Stewart, 2014). Similarly, when teachers are central 

participants in identifying, designing and implementing professional learning, the 

learning experience is improved (Hawley, 2007; Timperley, 2011). 

Active professional learning is often in the form of an inquiry, which involves teachers 

identifying needs, researching and investigating practice based issues, interacting with 

others, trialling new learning and participating in follow-up and feedback (Darling-

Hammond & Richardson, 2009; Desimone, 2009; van Veen et al., 2012). This style of 

professional learning is similar to action research, which enables teachers to identify 

an area that they find relevant to their practice, gather and analyse data on this area 

and apply their findings (Mertler, 2013) The ‘bottom up’ nature of teacher-generated 

inquiries has been found to impact positively on teachers’ professional identity, and to 

enhance their sustained engagement with learning. However, external expertise or top-

down directives are sometimes required to stimulate new thought or to prompt 

rethinking (Doecke et al., 2008; Fullan, 1999). Another style of active learning is 

drawn from the Japanese concept of lesson study (Rock & Wilson, 2005). Lesson study 

involves teachers collaboratively planning lessons, sharing and improving on their 

pedagogical content knowledge by observing and discussing each other’s lessons, and 

developing improved teaching strategies (Fernandez, 2002; Isoda, 2010; Rock & 

Wilson, 2005). In working collaboratively to examine their practice, teachers take an 

active role in building new understandings.  
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Calvert (2016) argues for the value of teachers actively driving their professional 

learning. The associated sense of ownership is powerful when situated within a culture 

where learning is made public, and there is alignment between teacher, school and 

system priorities (Cole, 2012; Timperley, 2008). This concept of alignment is related 

to coherence, another central feature of effective professional learning.  

Coherence 

Coherence in professional learning relates to consistency between what teachers know 

and believe and what they are learning, as well as alignment between what teachers 

learn and school and system policies and plans (Desimone, 2009). When new learning 

is disconnected from teachers’ currently held beliefs and knowledge, teachers are less 

likely to see the value of the new approach. Instead, preference is given to learning 

opportunities which engage and build on teachers’ existing understandings 

(Timperley, 2008). Isolated learning opportunities that are not coherent with school 

and system priorities are generally less successful in achieving transference to the 

classroom (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009). There are concerns that greater numbers 

of providers offering professional learning opportunities, and competing agendas 

within and beyond schools, creates a disjointed professional learning experience for 

many teachers (Cole, 2012; Desimone & Garet, 2015).  

Some research has observed that coherence is partly achieved by the provision of 

government funding and development of statements and standards to guide 

professional learning (Doecke et al., 2008; Ingvarson et al., 2005). Achieving 

coherence enables learning to be sustained, as it becomes part of the ongoing 

professional learning dialogue at teacher, school and system level. 



47 
 

Sustained duration  

For professional learning to have an impact on teacher practice, it needs to be sustained 

in duration. There is contradiction in studies as to the minimum number of hours 

required to effect change (van Veen et al., 2012). Some researchers indicate that 

fourteen hours of professional learning is needed to effect change, while others suggest 

that change requires approximately twenty hours. Others find changes only after eighty 

hours (Desimone, 2009; Supovitz & Turner, 2000; Yoon et al., 2007). Despite this lack 

of agreement, there is consensus that for professional learning to be effective, teachers 

generally require enough time to participate in learning opportunities, implement and 

apply new practices, and to reflect upon and give feedback to colleagues (Hawley, 

2007; Ingvarson et al., 2005; Timperley et al., 2007). Whether it is spread over the 

course of a semester, or intensively experienced during vacation, professional learning 

is generally more effective if considered a long term process, rather than a one-off 

event (Borko et al., 2010; Desimone, 2009).  

Collective participation 

Collective participation in professional learning involves teachers working together to 

develop their skills and knowledge. There are many advantages of collective 

participation, as learning together encourages dialogue, interaction and support which 

sustains changes over time (Desimone, 2009; Garet et al., 2001; van Veen et al., 2012). 

Sharing knowledge, collaborative problem solving and the development of 

professional learning communities enhance teachers’ learning and the likelihood of 

this learning influencing practice (Borko et al., 2010; Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; 

Doecke et al., 2008; Putnam & Borko, 2000; Timperley et al., 2007). However, 

effective professional learning based upon collaboration and community is not without 

its challenges. For a positive collegial culture to emerge, teachers need appropriate 
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allocation of time to meet and learn together, an attitude open to sharing, support and 

trust as well as clear communication (Vangrieken et al., 2015). Where these conditions 

are met, engagement in collaborative learning may positively influence teachers’ 

professional identity and can result in dynamic and rigorous learning communities, 

that enables teachers to participate in challenging dialogue, critique and feedback 

(Doecke et al., 2008; Timperley, 2008). 

Summary - The concept of professional learning 

This section has reviewed literature about the changing understanding of the difference 

between professional development and professional learning. The various purposes for 

professional learning have been examined, and the features of effective professional 

learning have been identified. In the next part of the literature review, I explore recent 

research regarding how teachers currently experience professional learning.  

Measuring the effectiveness of professional learning 

There is strong evidence for what the core features of effective professional learning 

are, however further research into how the effectiveness of professional learning is 

measured is needed. A recent metasynthesis aiming to pinpoint common and core 

features of effective professional development identified over 550 studies in fifteen 

research reviews (Dunst et al., 2015). Studies were included in the metasynthesis if 

they featured a main focus on “in-service professional development” and there was 

“an explicit attempt to identify the characteristics of and conditions under which in-

service training was effective” (Dunst et al., 2015, p. 1733). In contrast, the paucity of 

research exploring whether teachers’ considered their experience of professional 

learning to be effective has been noted by several researchers (Edge, Reynolds, & 
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O'Toole, 2015; Martin, Polly, Mraz, & Algozzine, 2018; McCormick, 2010; Webster-

Wright, 2009).  

As identified in the previous section, there is some consensus that content focus, active 

learning, coherence, sustained duration and collective participation are the elements 

most likely to lead to effective professional learning. However, there appears to be a 

disparity between what comprises effective professional learning, and the effective 

implementation of professional learning, as evidenced by what teachers actually 

experience (Edge et al., 2015; Trust et al., 2016; Webster-Wright, 2009).  

Measuring the effectiveness of professional learning is further complicated by the 

informality of some professional learning, which makes it difficult to evaluate and 

demonstrate accountability compared with formal and transmissive professional 

development. Increased accountability and performative cultures encourages 

participation in structured, and therefore easily measured professional development, 

while research points to informal, embedded and collegial learning as more effective 

ways to bring about change in practice (Cole, 2012; Doecke et al., 2008). Tension is 

seen within the literature on teachers’ professional learning, which appears to place far 

greater focus on “solving the problem of learning, rather than questioning assumptions 

about learning” (Webster-Wright, 2009, p. 711). This is evidenced by the large number 

of studies measuring the efficacy of professional learning processes, in contrast with 

the limited research about how teachers effectively engage with the learning being 

implemented.  

The influence of accountability 

There are claims that the need to record hours of attendance at approved professional 

learning events for the purposes of accreditation encourages models which are less 
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effective than teacher initiated informal learning (Cole, 2012). Quantifying informal 

professional learning is complex, and often relies on measures other than hours of 

attendance (Cotton, 2014). This complexity could be an obstacle when requirements 

for registration and accreditation are based on units of time.  

In Australia, teacher registration is connected with professional learning and is 

managed at the State or Territory government level. Generally 20 hours of professional 

learning are required to be completed yearly (or the equivalent spread over three or 

five year periods) (Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2017). 

While every state and territory in Australia include in their definition of professional 

learning both formal and informal activities, methods of recording the informal 

activities vary in complexity (ACT Teacher Quality Institute, 2017; Board of Studies, 

2016; Lloyd & Davis, 2018; Queensland College of Teachers, N.D.; Teacher 

Registration Board of the Northern Territory, 2017; Teacher Registration Board of 

Western Australia, 2016; Teachers Registration Board of South Australia, 2018; 

Teachers Registration Board of Tasmania, 2016; Victorian Institute of Teaching, 

2015).  

In all Australian states, teachers who undertake formal professional learning are 

required to submit a certificate (which often identifies professional standards 

addressed) and record of attendance hours, a process which is sometimes fully 

automated (Board of Studies, 2016). Informal professional learning is subject to 

interpretation and requires more complex record keeping. This includes evidence of 

how the learning aligns with professional standards, personal reflections on learning 

and the recording of times and dates for each learning event – see for example the 

requirements outlined on the Victorian Institute of Teaching site (Victorian Institute 
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of Teaching, 2015). Within a climate of high accountability such as in Australia, 

reconceptualising professional development to embrace broader notions of 

professional learning is a complex process.  

Having discussed a variety of viewpoints on the measurement of effectiveness of 

professional learning, in the next I section will examine several studies which explore 

how teachers describe their experiences of professional learning.  

Teachers’ experience of professional learning 

This section discusses teachers’ real life experience of professional learning, drawing 

on studies that have been conducted from a range of countries, including Ireland, 

England, Germany, Sweden, Norway, the United States and Australia. Despite 

variations in curriculum, school systems and certain government reforms, several 

recurring themes are present. These themes include, the predominance of traditional 

models of professional development, how teachers perceive professional learning and 

the value of embedded, collaborative learning (Cameron, Mulholland, & Branson, 

2013a; Czerniawski, 2013; Edge et al., 2015; Hustler et al., 2003; O’Sullivan, 

McMillan, & McConnell, 2011; Wermke, 2011).  

The predominance of traditional professional development 

Teachers’ understandings of what constitutes professional learning are informed by 

their experiences of it. Participation in workshops or courses is one of the most 

common forms of professional learning identified (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 

2014; Czerniawski, 2013; Doecke et al., 2008; Hustler et al., 2003; O’Sullivan et al., 

2011; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2009). Although 

teachers’ understanding of what constitutes effective professional learning is 
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expanding, many teachers are still influenced by traditional notions of professional 

development (Cameron et al., 2013a; Edge et al., 2015; Hustler et al., 2003). Even in 

environments where a range of professional learning opportunities are acknowledged 

and available, when questioned about their experiences, teachers often refer to one-off 

learning events, workshops or conferences, frequently led by external consultants 

(Cameron et al., 2013a; Hustler et al., 2003). The reasons for this disparity can relate 

to teachers’ perceptions of the purposes of professional learning, and the emphasis 

upon accountability and transparency placed upon education systems by external 

stakeholders.  

Perceptions of teachers 

Research suggests that teachers recognise two types of professional learning 

opportunities – those which are formal and mandated or directed by the school or 

system, and those which are self-initiated, and which are more likely to be informal, 

collaborative and driven by professional interest and need. This view was 

demonstrated through the varied responses gathered from 73 Irish teachers, when 

asked to explain whether professional development was the same as professional 

learning (O’Sullivan et al., 2011). Among those who saw differences, there was 

agreement that professional learning was linked to ongoing, deeper and more 

personally meaningful opportunities, and professional development was defined by 

mandates, skill development and curricular change (O’Sullivan et al., 2011).  

In the United States, some teachers appear to consider mandated “professional 

development” as an empty compliance activity, while informal professional learning 

in the form of planning, teaching and reflecting collaboratively is seen as part of the 

job (Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, 2014). These perceptions of professional 
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learning and professional development can influence how teachers describe their 

experience of it.  

Teachers’ perceptions and previous experience of professional learning can also lead 

to trepidation in contexts where new or different strategies are introduced. This is 

evidenced by Edge et al. (2015), who investigated the perceptions of seven 

experienced teachers in New South Wales during the implementation of a centrally 

mandated model of quality teaching practice, which encouraged teachers to participate 

in action research. Prior to the study, the participant teachers had only experienced 

traditional, individual professional development, with a focus on transmission of 

knowledge rather than construction of knowledge. Although the teachers expressed 

agreement that these traditional styles were not effective, they did not uniformly 

embrace new ways of professional learning through action research. The findings of 

the study identified that the model of professional learning, leadership and the school 

context all played a role in successful change (Edge et al., 2015). 

In another study, teachers mentioned challenges of external professional learning. 

These included the drain on time, financial costs of travel and event registration, as 

well as the disruption caused by the teachers’ absence while attending formal 

professional learning events such as conferences and workshops (Cameron et al., 

2013a) Despite acknowledging drawbacks, the introduction of new types of 

professional learning may present a challenge for some teachers who are more familiar 

with traditional professional development (Cameron, Mulholland, & Branson, 2013b; 

Cole, 2012; Edge et al., 2015). Moving towards transformative teacher professional 

learning requires teachers to take on greater agency and autonomy, which is more 

likely in a supportive context (Calvert, 2016; Kennedy, 2014b). 
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Informal professional learning and accountability 

For busy teachers and administrators, the extra workload to record informal learning 

could act as a barrier. As discussed previously, while participation in formal 

professional learning experiences are often measured by hours of attendance, evidence 

of participation in informal professional learning may be more difficult to provide. 

This experience was raised by some participants of an Australian study by Cameron et 

al. (2013a). Here, 56 teachers from five schools across rural, urban and remote regions 

were asked about their professional learning experience. Although almost all the 

teachers valued collaboration and learning from their colleagues, concerns about the 

difficulty of measuring this for accountability purposes were raised as an obstacle to 

considering the experience as a form of professional learning. As one teacher 

commented: 

PD is mandatory for continuing registration. You can measure [one off 

PD events] because you were either there or you weren’t. But often they 

are not useful whereas the collegial stuff is. Exactly how do you 

measure that? (Cameron et al., 2013a, p. 382). 

 
The value of embedded, collaborative learning  

Teachers often place value on learning with and from their colleagues (Cameron et al., 

2013a). Even when research reveals a culture of individualism, with little opportunity 

or desire for formal collaborative learning, teachers identify informal meetings, 

sharing of ideas and resources and collegial discussion to be of significant value 

(Czerniawski, 2013). Teachers realise that outside presenters potentially bring fresh 

perspectives (Hustler et al., 2003; O’Sullivan et al., 2011), however they tend to see 
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the learning that occurs day to day with colleagues as highly relevant and immediately 

applicable.  

While many teachers value working with their colleagues, fewer appear to have 

experienced effective, structured collaborative learning opportunities (Bill & Melinda 

Gates Foundation, 2014; Czerniawski, 2013). In a study of over 1300 teachers in the 

United States, the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation found that although benefits of 

collaboration were substantial, only 7% of teachers reported their schools having 

strong models to support working together (2014). In a small scale study of ten 

Norwegian teachers, almost all highly valued working together, yet none reported 

working in action research, curriculum projects or similarly structured collaborative 

learning opportunities (Czerniawski, 2013). Likewise, in Australia, the practical 

difficulties of finding time to work together, as well as challenges of implementing 

and sustaining learning communities were identified in two studies (Cameron et al., 

2013a; Edge et al., 2015). It appears that while empirical knowledge of what 

constitutes high quality professional learning is growing, there is a lack of 

understanding about teachers’ experience of and need for effectively implemented 

professional learning.  

Building effective professional learning opportunities which provide relevant, active 

and collaborative experiences is a process which requires reconceptualising 

professional learning in a range of formal and informal contexts. (Cameron et al., 

2013a; Cole, 2012; Edge et al., 2015). Digital technologies and especially social 

software support sustained, affordable models of social learning in online 

environments (Cameron et al., 2013a; Lieberman & Pointer Mace, 2010). Therefore, 
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in the following chapter I investigate the nature of social learning in online 

environments and how it is commonly configured.  

Conclusion  

The first literature review chapter has revealed an apparent division between what is 

understood to be high quality professional learning and what is enacted. While 

significant research has been conducted into the effectiveness of professional learning, 

less focus has been placed upon the real life experience of teachers, and approaches to 

overcome the challenge of balancing teacher agency and autonomy with performative 

requirements. As a basis for exploring the potential of social technologies to support 

professional learning, the following chapter presents a review of the literature 

concerning social learning, including the theoretical and pedagogical concepts of 

networked learning, connectivism and connected learning. I critically evaluate what is 

currently known about personal learning networks (PLNs), and review the research 

relating to social learning in PLNs. Chapter 3 concludes by identifying the gaps in the 

research this thesis addresses.  
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Chapter 3: Literature review - Social learning and PLNs 

Having critically analysed research on teachers’ professional learning, in this chapter 

I review literature on social learning and personal learning networks. Chapter 3 is 

presented in three sections. Figure 3.1 presents a summary of the structure of this 

chapter.  

 

Figure 3.1. Summary of the content of Chapter 3. 

In the first section, I analyse the concept of social learning through the lens of social 

constructivism. PLNs are underpinned by social learning and are based upon the social 

constructivist belief that knowledge is actively constructed by the individual through 

their interactions with each other and their environment. I then clarify and differentiate 

the social learning configurations of communities and networks. These configurations 

describe how individuals often gather together in offline and online contexts and are 

frequently conflated. It is important to understand the difference between communities 

and networks, and how networks exist within online contexts. The second section 

investigates the theoretical research which explains how learning occurs in online 
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networks. Here, I explore the theoretical and pedagogical concepts of networked 

learning, connectivism and connected learning. These concepts offer ways to 

understand how individuals construct knowledge within online spaces using social 

technologies. The final section delves into a conceptual understanding of learning 

within a PLN, drawing together theoretical analysis, professional literature and the 

limited empirical research currently available. I conclude by presenting the gap in the 

research literature which this study addresses. 

Defining the PLN 

As this chapter presents the research which underpins the concept of the PLN, it is 

important to have a consistent definition of the term personal learning network. There 

is no centrally agreed upon definition of a PLN. The concept of a PLN appears to have 

its origins in the late 1990s (Downes, 2009; Lalonde, 2009). A PLN has been defined 

as “a system of interpersonal connections and resources that support informal 

learning” (Trust, 2012, p. 133). A PLN can be maintained in a face to face setting, with 

local colleagues, however as emerging technologies make connecting with others 

around the world more accessible, the term PLN is often used to describe learning 

networks that are at least partially situated in the online space (Nussbaum-Beach & 

Hall, 2012; Rajagopal, Brinke, Van Bruggen, & Sloep, 2012).  

A related term is the Personal Learning Environment (PLE). There is lack of agreement 

on the definitions of the PLN and PLE, and often their use is conflated (Castaneda & 

Soto, 2010; Mott, 2010). In some research, the PLE is viewed as a separate construct 

alongside the PLN. Thus, the PLE is the digital space that forms the online “social 

landscape” which enables the connections within PLN to be made (Chatti, Ridwan, 

Matthias, & Marcus, 2010, p. 70; Ivanova, 2009).  
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The PLN is also referred to as a professional learning network. The terms personal and 

professional are largely used interchangeably, although Ivanova (2009) distinguishes 

them by linking the personal learning network to a self-organised group of family and 

friends, while a professional learning network is defined as a larger externally 

managed network of colleagues and experts (such as The Educators’ PLN: 

http://edupln.ning.com/). In summary, the term PLN is used in this research to describe 

a personal learning network, maintained mainly within the online space, using social 

software to create and enact connections, and developed for the purposes of 

professional learning.  

Social learning and social constructivism 

This thesis proposes that social learning is the active construction of meaning which 

occurs through negotiation and interaction between people, and between people and 

their environment (Dron & Anderson, 2014; Vygotsky, 1978). This view suggests that 

learning is not only enhanced and stimulated through reaction, discussion and 

argument with others but also much knowledge confirmation, interpretation, 

contextualization and validation happens only through interaction with others (Dron 

& Anderson, 2014, p. 39). 

The concept of social learning is informed by the principles of constructivism, and in 

particular the perspective of social constructivism. Based on the work of Dewey (1938) 

and Vygotsky (1978), social constructivism suggests that knowledge is actively co-

constructed in a social environment, and through the processes of social interaction. 

This understanding differentiates social constructivism from the theory of 

constructivism put forward by Piaget, which focuses upon the internal construction of 

knowledge, occurring without the influence of the socio-cultural context (John-Steiner 

http://edupln.ning.com/
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& Mahn, 1996). In social constructivism, dialogue and interaction with one’s 

environment are opportunities to construct and negotiate meaning. Therefore, social 

constructivist models of learning require opportunities to debate, discuss and validate 

knowledge, and focus on authentic contexts for active problem solving (Dron & 

Anderson, 2014).  

Social constructivism focuses on the nature of knowledge and is a philosophy of 

learning which suggests that knowledge construction is a fundamentally social 

experience (Anderson, 2016; Dron & Anderson, 2014). While knowledge is co-

constructed within the learning context, learning occurs individually, as an outcome of 

the process of knowledge creation (Vygotsky, 1978). The internalisation of learning is 

dependent upon the integration of individual cognition and social interaction within 

context (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). The socio-cultural context enabled by social 

technologies creates new structures which support how we store, access, communicate 

and process this knowledge to transform it into learning. These structures, or scaffolds 

are an important part of the social constructivist view of learning. 

The process of learning according to social constructivism occurs through “scaffolds 

provided by human and non-human agents” (Anderson, 2016, p. 38). These scaffolds 

assist learners as they move through the zone of proximal development (Vygotsky, 

1978). The zone of proximal development (ZPD) is “the distance between the actual 

developmental level determined through independent problem solving and the level of 

potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or 

in collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). In other words, the 

ZPD is the difference between what a learner can do independently, and what they can 

do with the assistance of scaffolds.  
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Social constructivist learning finds conceptual accord within social networks for 

learning using digital technologies. Ito et al. (2013) suggest that networked and 

technological contexts frame social knowledge creation and create opportunities for 

learners to be scaffolded as they internalise this knowledge as learning. Having a range 

of network connections offers distributed scaffolds which act synergistically, 

providing different forms of support to address a single learning need (Couros & 

Hildebrandt, 2016; Tabak, 2004). Through connection with diverse network nodes, 

learners are encouraged to expand their knowledge.  

A key element of social learning is the presence of other learners. Interacting with 

other learners involves meeting face to face or connecting virtually in an online 

environment. Online networked technologies offer accessible and flexible learning 

environments, where individuals connect across time and space (Saadatmand & 

Kumpulainen, 2012). Social technologies, designed to support social networks and 

conversational interaction between individuals and groups (Boyd, 2010) enable 

anyone with a connection to the internet to communicate, collaborate, create and share 

online (Carter & Nugent, 2010). The way that individuals connect, and the type of 

learning that occurs through online interactions is the focus of the following section.  

Social configurations for learning 

When learning in the online space, as in the offline world, people cluster together in 

various configurations depending upon their context and needs (Dron & Anderson, 

2014). Two configurations described in social learning literature are communities and 

networks. Communities and networks exist online, offline or in combination, however 

for the purposes of this research, I investigate how they support learning in an online 

environment.  
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The nature of a learning community or learning network is altered when it is mediated 

through digital technology. Digital technologies enable learning communities or 

learning networks to extend beyond the limitations of time and space, and influence 

the way individuals organise themselves, communicate with each other and work 

together (Boyd, 2010; Dron & Anderson, 2007; Wenger, Trayner, & de Laat, 2011). 

The characteristics of communities and networks are different, although they can and 

do occur simultaneously, and their overlapping nature has led to some conflation in 

their usage (Macià & García, 2016; Vrieling et al., 2016). This is evident in research 

where the online informal network being studied is also described as a community 

(Zuidema, 2012), or the terms are even combined - as in “professional learning 

community network” (Liou & Daly, 2014, p. 757).  

The complex nature of social learning means that communities or networks do not 

exist in isolation from each other. Communities and networks have been described as 

points on a continuum, with characteristics of sharing, communication and collective 

intelligence (Dron & Anderson, 2014; Vrieling et al., 2016). Communities and 

networks are also viewed as “two aspects of social fabric which have different effects 

on learning potential” (Wenger et al., 2011, p. 10). While in practice, learning through 

communities and networks may overlap, an understanding of how these social forms 

distinctly influence learning requires an examination of each individually. I begin with 

an investigation of the concept of the online learning community.  

Online Learning Communities 

The concept of the online learning community is well represented in the literature, and 

is largely informed by the work of Wenger, whose seminal research provides the 

theoretical underpinning for the concept of communities of practice (Macià & García, 
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2016; Wenger, 1998). “Community usually connotes people socially and cognitively 

encapsulated by homogeneous, broadly embracing groups” (Wellman, Boase, & Chen, 

2002, p. 153). This definition aligns with the social learning typology of ‘group’, 

identified by Dron and Anderson (2014). The group or community is cohesive, with 

strong connections between members (Dron & Anderson, 2014; Ryberg & Larsen, 

2008). Members of an online learning community generally know, or get to know each 

other, and work together to achieve shared goals. In an online learning community, 

these goals are generally centred around increasing understanding and knowledge of a 

particular topic or discipline. Learning around a central area of interest, along with the 

development of a shared identity, and active stewardship of knowledge differentiates 

the learning community from the learning network (Wenger et al., 2011). 

The community of practice is one type of learning community, defined as “a group of 

people who share a concern, set of problems or a passion about a topic, and who deepen 

their knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” 

(Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2002, p. 4). Communities of practice are structured 

along three dimensions (Wenger, 1998). The first is mutual engagement, where the 

community is formed around common actions, ideas or desires. The second is joint 

enterprise, which is a sense of mutual accountability, constantly renegotiated to meet 

the changing needs of the group. The final component is a shared repertoire, which 

includes the routines, words, tools and ways of doing and being that the group has 

developed or adopted during its experience. 

Although drawn together through commonalities, communities go beyond simple 

aggregation (Wenger & Wenger-Trayner, 2011). Members of a community have a 

sense of relationship with each other, and share accountability to advance the learning 



64 
 

of themselves, each other and the whole group. It is this cohesion drawn from strong 

connections and group identity that potentially leads to homophily and inward focus, 

which are disadvantages of tightly knit communities (Vrieling et al., 2016; Wenger et 

al., 2011). However, cohesion also leads to the third feature of communities of 

practice; the development of shared practice and a repertoire of resources (Wenger, 

1998; Wenger & Wenger-Trayner, 2011). The creation of knowledge within a 

community of practice is shaped through the sharing of narrative, collaboration within 

the community and social construction (Seely Brown & Duguid, 1991). As members 

share stories of experiences and build a repository of knowledge from these stories, 

exchange common practice and develop new ways of working, they are actively 

constructing the domain knowledge that is the life of the community.  

These indicators of a community of practice have also been identified in similar 

communities created by teachers engaging with professional learning online. When 

viewing a weekly Twitter chat through a community of practice lens, Britt and Paulus 

(2016) identified a number of indicators described by Wenger (1998) as consistent 

with a community of practice. These included a shared understanding of the core 

members of the community, sustained and mutual relationships and a shared repertoire 

of practice that enabled rapid information sharing with little preamble necessary at 

each meeting (Britt & Paulus, 2016).  

 Not every learning community is a community of practice. Other models of learning 

in community include the professional learning community, and the community of 

inquiry (Garrison, Anderson, & Archer, 1999; Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007; Stoll, 

Bolam, McMahon, Wallace, & Thomas, 2006). These models take a slightly different 

focus to the theoretical underpinning of a learning community described by Wenger 
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(1998). The professional learning community is a group of professionals who 

collaborate to create a climate of inquiry, reflection and ongoing learning (Stoll et al., 

2006). It is a broad term, and for teachers, professional learning communities are seen 

either as a school-wide community within which smaller communities of practice 

operate, or as a specialist community of practice, where the membership is drawn from 

the professionals engaged in learning (DuFour, 2004; Eardley & Uden, 2011; Stoll et 

al., 2006).  

The community of inquiry model explores how to maximise high quality learning 

when working within an online community. Social, cognitive and teaching presence 

are considered vital aspects of the community of inquiry (Garrison et al., 1999; 

Garrison & Arbaugh, 2007), combining to create the optimal learning experience 

within the online community. This model recognises the ‘virtual’ nature of online 

learning and identifies the different ways that learners are present to one another when 

they cannot be physically present. All three forms of presence - social, cognitive and 

teaching - are required for the most effective learning experience (Garrison & 

Arbaugh, 2007). Social presence is the ability of participants to project themselves as 

‘real’ people, through their communication styles. Cognitive presence is the extent to 

which learners identify, pursue and apply new knowledge and understandings through 

inquiry and critical thinking.  

Social and cognitive presence also play a role in learning through a PLN, however the 

third aspect of a community of inquiry, teaching presence, is what differentiates it from 

a PLN. Here, Garrison and Arbaugh (2007) contend that the most effective learning 

requires active direction and facilitation, designing the cognitive and social 

interactions for maximum value. This is significantly different to the PLN, which is 
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based upon an individual directing their own learning and connection creation. Despite 

the differences, across each model of online learning community the process of 

learning about a shared interest or problem through interactions with others is a 

defining feature.  

All communities are networks, as they all feature connections between individuals, 

however, not all networks are communities. This is because individuals within 

networks do not necessarily share a common goal or wish to develop a shared practice 

(Dron & Anderson, 2014; Wenger et al., 2011). Wenger et al. (2011) suggest that 

networks and communities are different aspects of the same social learning fabric. In 

practice, the co-existence of communities and networks is recognised, as different 

contexts and learning purposes require different levels of “granularity”, which these 

social forms offer (Dron & Anderson, 2007, p. 1). For example, a group of teachers 

who meet online regularly as a learning community, with the shared goal of developing 

their understanding of formative assessment might occasionally engage the services of 

several consultants. The consultants connect with the group, and two of the consultants 

know each other, but they do not share the goal of developing their knowledge of 

formative assessment. Rather, their goal is to provide expert support in this area. The 

interactions teachers have with the consultants are not as regular and tightly connected 

as the interactions the teachers have with each other. The online community has a 

network aspect. I have created a diagrammatic representation of this scenario in 

Figure.3.2. The figures connected by the solid line depict the community members 

(teachers) and those connected by the dotted lines depict the network members 

(consultants).  
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Figure.3.2. An online community including a network aspect.  

 

Having now investigated the configuration of online communities, I shall apply the 

same examination to networks.  

Online Learning Networks 

The term network, like community, has a long history and many uses, and therefore 

some disambiguation is necessary. Humans have maintained networks using language, 

trade and religion for centuries, and contemporary society equally depends upon 

supply, social and information networks (Jandric & Boras, 2015; Malkin, 

Constantakopoulou, & Panagopoulou, 2007). With the evolution of the Internet and 

the World Wide Web, humans have access to a new type of network, which enables 

distribution of information and social interaction on a global scale (Castells, 2001; 

Jandric & Boras, 2015). The internet has two aspects: the physical network of 

computers which connect with each other, and the human connections which exist as 

a result of the physical computer network (Dron & Anderson, 2014). The digital 

infrastructures of the internet and the capacity for humans to connect using them have 

“influenced our understandings of society and the nature of knowledge, teaching, 

learning and development” (Jones & de Laat, 2016, p. 43). This has led to growth in 

the research field of networked learning, which is discussed later in this chapter.  



68 
 

As networked learning is based on an understanding of learning as a social and 

relational experience, investigations of online learning networks align with a social 

network perspective. Social networks exist online or offline. Online social networks 

are supported by social software which enables connectivity (e.g. Facebook or Twitter) 

(Dron & Anderson, 2014). Growing use of online social networks has created new 

ways of collaborating and connecting for learning (Haythornthwaite & de Laat, 2010).  

Social networks, and therefore online learning networks, have four defining features: 

the points on the network (nodes), ties, relations and how these aspects combine to 

interact as networks (Borgatti, Mehra, Brass, & Labianca, 2009; Haythornthwaite & 

de Laat, 2010; Ryberg, Buus, & Georgsen, 2011). These concepts illuminate the 

connectivity of networks and demonstrate how people in networks connect and relate 

to access the resources or knowledge they need to learn (Haythornthwaite & de Laat, 

2010; Haythornthwaite, de Laat, & Schreurs, 2016). The social network structures of 

nodes, ties, relations and their interactivity provide a guide for understanding how 

online learning networks differ from online learning communities.  

The nodes or points on the online learning network are also known as actors, and are 

individual learners, resources, information or communities of learners. Unlike a 

community, in a network, actors do not need to know each other – it is the connections 

which are the focus (Siemens, 2005; Wenger & Wenger-Trayner, 2011). This is 

particularly possible in online learning networks, where communication is possible 

between two nodes who remain unknown to each other (Jakala & Berki, 2013). The 

connections between these nodes are what forms the structure of the network, and are 

known as relations (Haythornthwaite & de Laat, 2010). The nature of these relations, 

or interactions with others, are described as the ties between actors or participants 
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(Haythornthwaite & de Laat, 2012). A tie is considered to exist once there has been an 

exchange or sharing of resources (Haythornthwaite, 2002). These relations are 

described as strong or weak ties.  

Strong ties are typified by frequent relations which are reciprocated, and where there 

exists a level of self-disclosure and trust (Haythornthwaite & de Laat, 2010). Strong 

ties can also be identified within the whole network when two connected nodes are 

tied to others within the same network (Granovetter, 1973). This leads to the kind of 

tightly-knit network that is described as a community. The presence of weak ties 

differentiates the network. Weak ties are characterised by less frequent, more casual 

exchanges. They are incidental, serendipitous or infrequent relations that provide 

diffusion, fresh contributions and a rich source of perspectives (Dron & Anderson, 

2007; Haythornthwaite & de Laat, 2010; Jones, 2004; Wenger et al., 2011). Weak ties 

link clusters of otherwise unrelated networks, acting as a “bridge”, introducing a new 

channel for information (Granovetter, 1973, p. 1364). The wide range of actors, and 

the ability to support both strong and weak ties are key features of the network 

typology.  

It is the unpredictable and flexible aspect of online learning networks that provides the 

challenge for learners engaged within these structures. The community, with its known 

membership and shared goals has an “intentional architecture,” meaning that 

participants work purposefully to create connections which will achieve the shared 

goals of the group (Dron & Anderson, 2014, p. 136). This contrasts with networks, 

which usually grow organically, and have undefined boundaries. The open structure 

of networks allows for greater access to a wider range of information, resources and 

individuals. Networked learners must take a self-directed and participatory role in 
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managing these information flows and developing the network, because in online 

learning networks, participants may be overwhelmed by the amount of information 

available, and challenged to find the signal amidst the noise (Wenger et al., 2011). 

Strategies which assist learners to become self-organised, and able to balance 

autonomy and agency with ambiguity and disruption are required (Saadatmand & 

Kumpulainen, 2012). Although online learning networks and online learning 

communities may exist in unison, the defining features and the needs they meet are 

quite different, as seen in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1 

A comparison of community and network structures  

 Online Learning Community Online Learning Network 

Structure Intentional, Strong ties Organic, undefined  

Membership Known Flexible, changing 

Goals 
Shared: e.g. Accreditation, task 

completion 
Personal: e.g. Knowledge generation 

Advantages 
Security through shared repertoire 

Mutual accountability 

Capacity to meet egocentric needs 

Source of innovation 

Disadvantages 
Potential for inward focus or 

homophily 

Potential for overwhelming amounts of 

information 

Finding signal in the noise 

Ambiguity 

 

Adapted from the work of (Dron & Anderson, 2007, 2014; Haythornthwaite & de Laat, 2010; Jones, 

2004; Saadatmand & Kumpulainen, 2012; Vrieling et al., 2016; Wenger, 1998; Wenger et al., 2011) 

It is not uncommon for individuals to participate within a number of different online 

learning networks, which may or may not be linked, and for learning to occur within, 
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across and beyond the boundaries of any particular network (Dron & Anderson, 2014). 

Within online learning networks there is an emphasis on the individual, who creates 

and navigates networks to meet their own egocentric needs: 

We do not do things for the good of the network as we do for the good 

of the group because this makes no sense – it is not an object as such. It 

is simply the description of our many connections with others, and with 

the visible limits of these connections (Dron & Anderson, 2014, p. 133). 

This apparent contradiction, of a growth in both individualism and in connections and 

interdependence upon others, is described as “networked individualism” (Castells, 

2001; Wellman, 2001). This means individuals now have the capacity to create more 

connections, however these connections are not clustered as previously, but could be 

spread throughout the network (AlDahdouh, Osório, & Caires, 2015).  

The concept of networked individualism describes the way digital technologies have 

enabled the individual to develop online learning networks that meet their individual 

learning needs, and which operate based upon social connections with others. The 

internet provides the infrastructure to support both strong and weak ties, and social 

technologies provide a wide range of tools to develop and manage personal learning 

networks (Castells, 2001; Dron & Anderson, 2014). This research will explore 

personal learning networks from an individual perspective, where the experiences of 

each teacher will be examined (Haythornthwaite et al., 2016). This means that the 

individual’s view of their own learning network will be explored, with the aim to 

develop an understanding of how learning occurs and how information is accessed 

through the personal learning network.  
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Having analysed the concept of social learning, and investigated the way that 

individuals gather together online in communities and networks for learning, I now 

explore the way that learning takes place within online social networks. I critically 

evaluate the literature related to networked learning, connectivism and connected 

learning. I also examine the way these emerging theoretical and pedagogical 

approaches contribute to current understandings of how learners construct and co-

construct knowledge in the online contexts created by social technologies.  

Learning in networks 

Digital connected technologies have evolved to the point where across the globe many 

now engage with what has been described as the network society (Castells, 2000; van 

Dijk, 2012). In a network society, core social activities and structures are inextricably 

connected to, and organised by, digital information processing technologies. The 

resulting increase in the construction and flow of information has many implications, 

not least changing the relationship between knowledge and learning (Castells, 2000; 

Jones & de Laat, 2016). New ways of understanding learning are needed as the 

learning context becomes “a many-to-many network of co-learning enthusiasts rather 

than a roomful of students and a one-to-many teacher” (Weeks, 2012, p. 116). Within 

this context, emerging theories and concepts have been developed to explain how 

learning occurs within nebulous, changing and openly connected contexts, and what 

qualities are needed by the learner to optimise the learning experience. In the following 

section, I will analyse networked learning, connectivism and connected learning, 

which provide the theoretical and conceptual underpinning for the concept of learning 

in PLNs.  
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Networked learning 

Networked learning is defined as: 

learning in which information and communications technology (ICT) is 

used to promote connections: between one learner and other learners, 

between learners and tutors; between a learning community and its 

learning resources (Goodyear, Jones, Asensio, Hodgson, & Steeples, 

2005, p. 453).  

Networked learning is not an single theory of learning, but a cluster of different 

perspectives on learning which acknowledge the interaction of the learner, social 

technologies and the learning context (Jones & de Laat, 2016). Technology is 

considered just one part of the learning process, as the aim of networked learning is to 

understand the ties, relations, roles and network formations as they influence the 

learner, and learning (Haythornthwaite & de Laat, 2010). The learner, their relations 

with others and the context within which the learning takes place are all considered of 

value in the networked learning perspective.  

When first described in the 1980s, networked learning was considered synonymous 

with computer based learning, as technology was limited to accessing static resources 

via a computer network (Carvalho & Goodyear, 2014). From the mid-2000s, with the 

advent of read-write technologies, this theory of learning has grown in relevance. As 

greater interactivity with the internet became feasible, the range of possibilities for 

online connections between people and media resources has increased (van Dijck, 

2013). Thus, examples of networked learning now include interaction with on-line 

materials and with other people (Carvalho & Goodyear, 2014). It is the interaction with 

people and resources, mediated by technology which demonstrates the relational view 
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of learning taken by networked learning theory. This learning is considered relational 

in that it cannot be isolated to the individual’s cognition, nor drawn purely from 

context and social interactions (Jones & de Laat, 2016). Informed by social 

constructivism, it is the interaction between the individual’s own thinking and the 

connections within the network, along with the learning context that determines the 

learning.  

A key element of networked learning is the concept of affordance (Jones & de Laat, 

2016). Affordance was first defined by Gibson (1977), who was studying the role of 

perception, and the reciprocal relationship between an animal and its environment. In 

Gibson’s research, affordance described the resources provided by an environment, 

which the animal may or may not interpret as it perceives its surroundings. This 

understanding is founded on complementarity - it focuses upon the relationship 

between entities, and the features which influence perception. A contrasting view of 

affordance is as an essentialist approach which sees technologies as possessing ‘real’ 

or ‘perceived’ affordances, which specify a range of possible uses (Norman, 1999). In 

this understanding, affordances reflect possible relationships between entities, but are 

not relational. 

The term affordance has been used to explain the properties of technology across 

several fields, including design and education. There has been some critique that the 

term has lost meaning, due to ambiguous definitions and unclear articulation of which 

interpretation of affordance has been used (McGrenere & Ho, 2000; Oliver, 2005). 

Acknowledging the confusion which existed between the relational affordances 

identified by Gibson (1977), and perceived affordances Norman (2008), reviewed his 

definition of affordances (1999), renaming them signifiers, as a new way to focus on 
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how users make meaning from design. My research aligns itself with the relational 

understanding identified by Gibson (1977), as it proves to be a useful lens for studying 

learning technologies, and how they impact human learning (Conole & Dyke, 2004b; 

Mao, 2014; Treem & Leonardi, 2013).  

Research in affordances of technology in education has increasingly focused upon 

Gibson’s (1977) relational understanding of affordance. Here, affordances are not 

exclusive either to the individual user or to the technological tool – they are constituted 

in the interaction between the two. With this understanding, it is possible to identify 

the features potentially present when learners interact with different technologies. 

Being aware of these features, or affordances informs how networked learning might 

be enabled, inhibited or otherwise influenced when learners interact with particular 

technologies and within certain learning contexts (Jones & de Laat, 2016; Wagner, 

Vollmar, & Wagner, 2014).  

Although networked learning was initiated in the 1980s, as technology developed to 

become increasingly connected, researchers began to seek ways to understand how 

learning within the networked online environments might occur. Conole and Dyke 

(2004b) observed that despite the availability of social technologies and online spaces 

for learning, uptake within education was slow. They suggested a taxonomy of 

affordances to create “a better understanding of the nature and properties of 

technologies” (Conole & Dyke, 2004a, p. 114). The taxonomy, listed in Table 3.2, 

identifies features present when individuals learn using ICTs for learning (Conole & 

Dyke, 2004b). These included accessibility of information, rapid potential for change, 

the capacity for a diversity of connections and opinions, enhanced communication and 

collaboration which could be multi-modal and non-linear, new opportunities for 
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reflection and immediacy of access. While these affordances suggest new ways of 

creating and using knowledge and information, the taxonomy also included properties 

to be aware of, such as risk and uncertainty, the potential for monopolization and 

increased opportunities for surveillance. One of the goals of developing this taxonomy 

was to make clearer the potential benefits and risks of particular tools. Although their 

work was critiqued by Boyle and Cook (2004) as potentially limiting the use of 

technology, the idea of explicitly listing affordances of tools and platforms 

demonstrates an early understanding of the potential of networked learning. 

In identifying the affordances of networked publics, boyd (2011) demonstrates how 

understandings of networked learning have evolved over time. boyd defines networked 

publics as “simultaneously 1) the space constructed through networked technologies 

and 2) the imagined collective that emerges as a result of the intersection of people, 

technology and practice” (2011, p. 1). By examining the affordances of networked 

publics, rather than focusing on individual tools and platforms to pinpoint affordances, 

boyd presents a more sophisticated understanding of the inextricable links between 

social technologies, individuals and networked contexts than that previously suggested 

by Conole and Dyke (2004b), whose purpose was to identify potential affordances 

created between a specific tool and its user. 

The affordances of networked publics shown in Table 3.2 derive from the recognition 

that in a networked society, structures are formed and shaped by bits – the 

technological building blocks of digital networks (boyd, 2011; Castells, 2000). 

Content shared through social technologies is persistent in that it is immediately 

archived and therefore searchable by others at any time. Being created of bits, content 

can be duplicated, creating replicability not previously possible. This capacity for 
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replication means that content is potentially visible to wider audiences – thus 

increasing scalability of communications. These affordances have implications for the 

way that networked publics are shaped, and how people participate within them (boyd, 

2011). Therefore, they have resonance for the process of networked learning as it is 

viewed as a social practice within online networked contexts.  

 Table 3.2 
Affordances identified through research 

 
In networked learning, affordances are created by interconnections within the network 

between learners, social technologies and the learning context (Goodyear, Carvalho, 

& Dohn, 2014; Jones & de Laat, 2016). As each learner within the network draws their 

own meaning from the affordances created by their interaction, not all aspects of the 

learning can be directly designed. This leads to a second key aspect of networked 

learning, which is indirect design.  

Affordances of ICTs for learning 

 (Conole & Dyke, 2004b) 

Affordances of Networked 

Publics (boyd, 2011) 

Accessibility 

Speed of change 

Diversity 

Communication and 

collaboration 

Multimodal and non-linear 

Reflection 

Immediacy 

Risk, fragility and 

uncertainty 

Monopolization 

Surveillance 

Persistence 

Replicability 

Scalability 

Searchability 
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Indirect design suggests that learning cannot be directly designed, only designed for. 

Learning design has many interpretations, but here it is defined as a procedure for 

guiding teachers as to the arrangement of learning activities and supporting resources 

and technologies to enhance learning (Conole, 2013). In contrast, indirect design 

suggests that rather than directing the activity of learning, learning designs are 

considered to be only one of many resources employed when required (Jones & de 

Laat, 2016). Therefore, existing online learning networks can be analysed, so that 

elements which engender successful learning are identified and observations of 

affordances made, but the experience of learning cannot be completely planned (Jones 

& de Laat, 2016). This supports a shift in thinking and practice towards self-directed 

learning described by Downes (2010c para. 20): 

We need, first, to take charge of our own learning, and next, help others 

take charge of their own learning. We need to move beyond the idea 

that an education is something that is provided for us, and toward the 

idea that an education is something that we create for ourselves. 

Connectivism 

Connectivism is closely related to networked learning, as it builds upon the 

explanations of how learning occurs when situated within networked digital 

environments (Downes, 2012; Jones, 2015; Siemens, 2005). Connectivism is 

considered a learning theory by some, including Siemens (2005) and Downes (2012), 

however others see it as a family of related theories and models which inform how 

learning occurs within networked contexts (Dron & Anderson, 2014). These theories 

and models are united by shared emphasis on the nature of knowledge in networked 

contexts, the distributed and social nature of learning and the necessity of autonomy, 

diversity and interactivity (Downes, Feb 24, 2009; Dron & Anderson, 2014; Siemens, 
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2005; Tschofen & Mackness, 2012). In this thesis, the broader understanding of 

connectivism has been adopted as indicated by the use of the term connectivism 

(lowercase c) rather than the stand alone concept of Connectivism (capital C).  

Connectivism as a complete theory of learning has been critiqued by some, who claim 

that it is undeveloped and untested as a learning theory (Bell, 2011; Clarà & Barberà, 

2014; van Pløn Verhagen, 2006). The tenets of Connectivism have been widely 

disseminated through blog posts and articles on websites, self-published books and 

conference presentations and through the implementation of several cMOOCs, online 

courses informed by connectivist principles (Bell, 2011; Clarà & Barberà, 2014). As 

Connectivism has received less academic review and systematic development, some 

argue that as a learning theory, it has not been rigorously tested empirically (Bell, 

2011). 

van Pløn Verhagen (2006) argues that Connectivism is pitched at the level of 

curriculum, explaining what is learned, and why this is so, rather than explaining how 

learning occurs, which is the remit of a learning theory. Clarà and Barberà (2014) 

vigorously critique Connectivism, suggesting that it is underdeveloped as a learning 

theory. They argue that it fails to adequately address core learning theory features 

which are needed to explain how the process of learning is initiated by the individual, 

and how conceptual development occurs over time. They suggest that to label 

Connectivism as a theory is premature, and that central aspects are pedagogical in 

nature. Acknowledging these concerns, Jones (2015) suggests also that Connectivism 

cannot be regarded as a developed learning theory, but that connectivist concepts have 

had significant influences on networked learning. In this research, connectivism is 
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considered not as a learning theory, but as a conceptual lens which contributes to 

understanding how individuals learn within social networks.  

The broader lens of connectivism is informed by social constructivism and based upon 

the belief that knowledge is socially constructed (Dron & Anderson, 2014) and is not 

a ‘thing’ which is transferred from one person to another (Downes, 2012). Rather, the 

connectivist viewpoint suggests that knowledge is a process, continually changing as 

it flows between multiple nodes, connected to create nebulous, open and flexible 

environments (Siemens, 2005). It is not the possession of knowledge, but the access to 

current knowledge through connections which is of value for connectivist learners.  

The connectivist perspective suggests that learning is a networked process, shaped by 

social interaction, social technologies, strength of ties and the context in which it 

occurs (Tschofen & Mackness, 2012). Learning, as an active process of creating 

connections and identifying patterns of connections, is therefore flexible, and changes 

over time (AlDahdouh et al., 2015; Siemens, 2005). The core skill of the learner is to 

create connections and to see patterns within and across nodes, thereby leading to 

currency as new knowledge is constructed. It is this focus on construction of 

knowledge through connectivity that leads to the view that the capacity to know is 

considered more important than what is already known (Siemens, 2005). Learning 

requires ongoing maintenance of connections and the establishment of new 

connections, in recognition of the pace in which knowledge changes (Dron & 

Anderson, 2014; Siemens, 2005). This is one of the reasons its proponents suggest that 

connectivism is a theory of learning for a digital age, where access to information and 

connections are continually expanding and learners seek to make meaning in a 

complex and dynamic environment (Siemens, 2005; Tschofen & Mackness, 2012). 
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Through the connectivist lens, successful networks are characterised by the features of 

autonomy, diversity, openness and interactivity, or connectedness (Downes, 2010a, 

2012). These elements are highly interrelated, and typify the way that learning is 

understood to occur through connectivist networks. There is emphasis upon the 

autonomy of the learner, who is free to contribute to interactions as they choose, in the 

pursuit of their own learning goals. The freedom of interaction encourages diversity 

through the network, with the widest possible spectrum of contribution being 

considered to offer the richest learning opportunities. Such diversity is possible due to 

the openness of connectivist networks, as all contributions are considered and heard. 

The act of knowledge creation is the result of the connectedness between network 

nodes, as information is not merely aggregated, but processed through the interactions 

of the network nodes. This continuing activity acknowledges that although learning is 

constructed socially through collaboration and connection, it is the individual who 

creates and drives their learning network (Nussbaum-Beach & Hall, 2012).  

Connected learning 

Connected learning is described as a “conceptual heuristic” which offers a theoretical 

lens and model through which to explore learning which draws together multiple 

contexts, spanning the boundaries of formal and informal approaches (Ito et al., 2013; 

Kumpulainen & Sefton-Green, 2012, p. 8). Building upon social constructivism and 

connectivism, connected learning situates learning within cultural and social contexts, 

creating an environment where learners and resources can interact with each other to 

co-create knowledge (Ito et al., 2013).  

The Connected Learning Framework proposed by Ito et al. (2013) provides a 

pedagogical approach to understanding how learning occurs in networked contexts. 
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The design principles promote learning environments which have low barriers to 

participation, a focus on construction of learning, interest-driven challenges and 

multiple points of access. A recent update has retained the essence of the framework 

with a change of terminology; the three core contexts within which connected learning 

occurs (Ito et al., 2013) have been renamed as elements, transforming the contexts 

from interests, peer support and academically oriented to interests, relationships and 

opportunities (Connected Learning Alliance, 2018). Despite these alterations, 

connected learning continues to be realised when learners are “able to pursue a 

personal interest or passion with the support of friends and caring adults, and is in turn 

able to link this learning and interest to academic achievement, career success or civic 

engagement” (Ito et al., 2013, p. 4). 

Taking advantage of the affordances of social technologies, learners autonomously 

develop a connected learning environment, where they make connections which draw 

together interests, peers and co-learners, and academic or learning intentions (Ito et al., 

2013). The synergy created from the integration of different contexts enables greater 

opportunities for connecting individuals from different disciplines and ability levels, 

and other previously disparate information sources, thus enhancing the diversity of the 

network. The autonomy of the learner and the diversity of connections is what enables 

authentic personalised learning, within a social learning context, as the connected 

learner seeks those with shared purpose to learn from and with (Downes, 2012; Ito et 

al., 2013).  

Connected learning is based on “principles of openness, accessibility, transparency 

and low barriers to entry and participation” (Ito et al., 2013, p. 76). Conceptually, these 

principles create networks which enable learning which is participatory, active and 
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open (Gogia, 2014; Ito et al., 2013). Examining these features of the learning 

experience leads to a clearer understanding of how learning happens within networks.  

Participatory learning recognises learners as knowledgeable, committed, and 

accountable for their interactions within the network (Jenkins, 2009; Kumpulainen & 

Sefton-Green, 2012). In a participatory learning environment, low barriers to entry 

encourage a diverse range of perspectives and experiences, and a cross-pollination of 

connections (Downes, 2010a; Ito et al., 2013). These contributions are further 

encouraged by the presence of informal mentoring, an atmosphere of support for 

creation and sharing and a sense of social connection (Jenkins, 2009). Enhanced by 

social technologies that enable creation and publication, participatory learning offers 

opportunities for self-expression, experimentation and feedback (Ito et al., 2013). 

Learning happens as the result of interaction with the network. 

Connected learning is dependent upon learners being self-directed. Initiating learning 

based upon a personal interest or learning goal, there is a focus upon production as 

learners co-create knowledge and express this using digital tools within the network 

(Ito et al., 2013). The process of learning depends upon prosumption, as learners not 

only consume knowledge but interact with it, becoming the “filter, mediator and the 

weaver” of aggregated knowledge, drawn together through networks (Siemens, 2006, 

p. 93; Toffler, 1980).  

Social technologies have the capacity to provide learners with opportunities to 

transform traditionally passive learning into participatory, production centred 

experiences. An example of this type of active learning is described by Ritzer, Dean, 

and Jurgenson (2012), as they deconstruct a Twitter backchannel at a conference. A 
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conference is traditionally a learning event based on transmission. At a conference, the 

speaker presents the information, while the audience receives it. The listener has 

always been able to produce notes or a summary of the presentation, however, using 

Twitter as a backchannel enables the listener to be more participatory. The listener can 

record the speaker’s message, and project this to a global audience, sharing their own 

opinions or discussions with other audience members, remixing the work of the 

speaker into different formats and even elaborating upon the information by appending 

further information or resources. Aggregating these tweets and those shared by other 

conference participants using a curation tool results in the creation of an entirely new 

source of knowledge, built and remixed from conference participation. In this way 

learning is transformed from passive transmission to become participatory and 

production centred. 

The openness of connected learning reflects the emphasis placed upon sharing, 

collaboration, transparency and connectivity. Open sharing and collaboration draws 

upon networked learning, which focuses on the shared connections made between 

learners, their peers and information and resources (Jones & de Laat, 2016). When 

learners share goals or a purpose, or work collaboratively to construct knowledge, the 

learning may be more engaging and robust (Ito et al., 2013). Factors such as 

geographical location or time zone have less impact when using social technologies, 

so learning networks can be developed through shared purpose. When learners are 

freed of these limitations, they can create connections with individuals based upon 

factors such as communality, social capital, reputation, like-mindedness and potential 

for collaboration and learning (Rajagopal et al., 2012). Authentic and relevant learning 

opportunities may result from learning networks developed which reflect this 

connected learning model. 
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Connected learning and networked learning are considered by Gogia (2016, p. 90) to 

have “almost identical underlying assumptional frameworks, specifically, that learning 

and education should be self-determined, social, relevant, equitable and accessible”. 

This assertion fits with Jones’s (2015) comparison of networked learning and 

connected learning. He suggests that the main difference is that the majority of 

research in connected learning generally applies to young people, while networked 

learning is more usually identified in higher education research. The focus on young 

people may however be expanding. The changes made to the Connected Learning 

Framework, published online on the website of the Connected Learning Alliance 

(2018), may reflect a broadening of the framework’s application. This cannot yet be 

confirmed, as the second version of the Connected Learning Framework is still under 

development (Ito, 2018). Despite this, the use of the terms interests, relationships and 

opportunities may allow the Connected Learning Framework to be more easily 

envisaged in areas including libraries, higher education or makerspaces.  

There is evidence that connected learning research is expanding beyond the learning 

of young people. The possibilities for learning opportunities which include interest led 

co-curricular activities, production centred assessment and increased formal and 

informal peer support is being explored in higher education and community college 

settings (Long, 2016; Suzor & Pappalardo, 2016). These initiatives are being supported 

by research investigating how learning analytics to create records of student learning 

are generated when the learning occurs within connected, openly networked 

environments (Kitto, Cross, Waters, & Lupton, 2015).  

The implementation of connected learning principles and the development of 

connected learning environments within higher education settings have the aim of 
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helping university students to “connect their learning experiences across media, 

disciplines, and experiences to generate a more holistic learning experience” (Miller, 

2018, p. 167). Working within the formal structures of university courses, students are 

encouraged to contribute, offer feedback and share resources with their peers in openly 

networked spaces (Secret, Bryant, & Cummings, 2017). Innovations in higher 

education which focus on embedding connected learning may not align neatly with the 

Connected Learning Framework of Ito et al. (2013). However, they draw upon the 

connected learning principles, usually through a focus on participatory, production 

centred and interest driven learning, leveraging social technologies and openly 

networked learning environments (Bass, 2012; Gogia, 2014; Secret et al., 2017). 

The influence of connected learning principles is also moving beyond formal 

educational settings. Connected learning is becoming evident in grassroots 

communities of practice within libraries, hackerspaces, co-working spaces and meet-

up groups (Bilandzic, 2016; Bilandzic & Foth, 2017; Hughes, Foth, Dezuanni, Mallan, 

& Allan, 2018; Nygren, 2016). As hubs for community learning, these informal, 

loosely arranged connected learning environments embody participatory learning, low 

barriers to entry and are driven by shared purposes.  

Public libraries are using connected learning to guide the transformation from spaces 

where information was stored into spaces where knowledge is constructed (Ito & 

Martin, 2013; Nygren, 2016). Public libraries provide online and offline connected 

learning opportunities including makerspaces, technology test sites, hacker spaces, 

collaborative digital activities including digital storytelling and digital book clubs 

(Bilandzic, 2016; Hoffman, Subramaniam, Kawas, Scaff, & Davis, 2016; Nygren, 

2016). They provide a third space which is neither home nor school/work, and offer 
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the opportunity to connect formal and informal learning, allowing the individual to 

explore interest driven learning in a social setting (Ito & Martin, 2013).  

More evidence of connected learning principles extending beyond the school context 

exists through social living labs, which have been used to create informal community-

based learning (Hughes et al., 2018). Through the social living labs, community 

members and researchers work together to foster digital participation and informal 

learning about topics of local interest – in this case, sustainable living and grassroots 

activism. Connected learning principles embedded within the living lab experience 

included low barriers to entry, the use of production centred and interest driven 

learning in physical and virtual environments and openly networked technologies to 

share and develop ideas (Hughes et al., 2018; Ito et al., 2013). Through these examples 

it is evident that “transboundary networks with…peers with shared interests” are 

emerging to support connected learning for the general public (Nygren, 2016, p. 35). 

Bilandzic and Foth (2017, p. 192) see overlaps between networked learning and 

connected learning, suggesting that they pursue “similar design goals and 

methodological approaches”. Their understanding of connected learning places less 

emphasis on pedagogy, rather focusing on the social interactions leading to learning 

and how these interactions may be facilitated. Focusing on the serendipitous and 

incidental learning that occurs when diverse connections are created is one aspect of 

learning through PLNs, however my research draws on the fuller understanding of 

connected learning outlined by Ito et al. (2013). 

Connected learning draws together individuals according to shared purposes and has 

low barriers to entry which reflect the social orientation of connected learning. The 
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values of equity, full participation and social connection inform the connected learning 

framework and drive its pedagogical approach (Ito et al., 2013). As social technologies 

enable global, trans-cultural connections to be made, the capacity to hear and learn 

from previously inaudible voices recognises new civic potentials. Connected learning 

differentiates itself from networked learning and connectivism as it presents an agenda 

for contemporary learning which extends beyond theory and into practice. 

Networked learning, connectivism and connected learning share several key elements, 

yet have defining differences. Table 3.3 draws upon the previous discussion and 

presents networked learning, connectivism and connected learning in juxtaposition, to 

demonstrate core understandings of each in light of the central pillars of knowledge, 

learning, the learner, the learning environment and the role of social technologies. 
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Table 3.3 
Key features of networked learning, connectivism and connected learning 

 Networked Learning Connectivism Connected Learning 

Knowledge… 

exists within the 

individual’s cognition, 

their social interactions 

and contexts of learning.  

is socially constructed and 

distributed across the 

nodes of each learning 

network.  

is actively co-constructed 

in a learner centred 

environment. 

Learning is… 

relational, a result of 

interactions between 

people, resources and 

learning context. 

Mediated through 

technology. 

an active process of 

creating connections, as 

well as seeing and 

manipulating patterns and 

trends within and across 

digital networks.  

A social process which 

occurs across multiple 

contexts, driven by 

learners’ interests.  

The 

learner… 

autonomously interacts 

with other people and 

other resources within the 

network to create 

opportunities for learning.  

creates connections to 

extend their personal 

network to meet personal 

learning needs. 

develops a learning 

environment supporting 

connections, drawing 

together the contexts of 

their personal interests, 

peers and personal 

learning goals.  

The role of 

social 

technologies 

is… 

to promote connections 

between all network 

nodes, including learners, 

tutors and resources.  

to enable digital networks 

where connections are 

created through curation, 

remixing and sharing of 

information and resources. 

to enable the creation of 

spaces where interaction, 

support, content creation 

and sharing might occur.  

The learning 

environment 

is… 

formal or informal, 

limited only by digital 

network access. 

nebulous, constantly 

changing and 

unpredictable. 

formal or informal, 

socially oriented and 

guided by equity and 

social justice. 

Note: Drawn from the work of Downes (2012); Dron and Anderson (2014); Goodyear et al. (2005); Ito 
et al. (2013); Jones (2015); Jones and de Laat (2016); Siemens (2005); Yeager, Hurley-Dasgupta, and 
Bliss (2013) 
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In this section, I have examined networked learning, connectivism and connected 

learning, and discussed how they provide a theoretical underpinning for the way that 

learning occurs in social networks. In the following section, learning through the PLN 

forms the focal point. Research in the areas of networked learning, connectivism and 

connected learning is still emerging, and understandings are imprecise and contested 

(Gogia, 2016; Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012). However, these concepts, alongside 

the professional literature and the limited empirical research which investigates 

teachers’ use of PLNs, provide a foundation for exploring what is currently known 

about how PLNs are understood by teachers as contexts for professional learning. 

Learning in personal learning networks 

The personal learning network (PLN) is one type of learning network. The origins of 

the concept of the PLN are not clear, although one of the earliest definitions appeared 

in the late 1990s (Downes, 2009; Lalonde, 2009). At that time, Tobin (1998) used the 

term in his web article Building your own personal learning network, where he defined 

a personal learning network as “a group of people who can guide your learning, point 

you to learning opportunities, answer your questions, and give you the benefit of their 

own knowledge and experience” (para. 1). More recently, the PLN has been defined 

more widely as “system of interpersonal connections and resources that support 

informal learning” (Trust, 2012, p. 133). Viewing the PLN through the lens of 

networked learning further broadens this definition, so that the PLN also includes the 

context of learning, and the actors or participants within the network as well as the 

connections these actors initiate and maintain, which are mediated by social 

technologies (Jones, 2008, 2015). 
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The structure of PLNs 

PLNs are social networks, as they are created when individuals interact with others 

and other sources of information to learn (Haythornthwaite & de Laat, 2012). As 

networks, they are characterised by a combination of strong and weak ties. Ties are 

created between connections within the network when individuals share or exchange 

information, social support or resources (Haythornthwaite, 2002). Strong ties are 

developed through and by co-creation of content, higher levels of trust and greater 

expectations of reciprocity, while the weak ties represent less frequent interactions 

with less well-known connections, which are more likely to introduce innovative, fresh 

information and serendipity (Rajagopal et al., 2012; Wenger et al., 2011). The learner 

creates and traverses these strong and weak ties within their PLN in order to develop 

new knowledge at their point of need. Thus the value of the PLN is drawn not from 

what is currently known, but from the potential to know more which is created by this 

range of connections, which represent strong and weak ties (Siemens, 2005; Tobin, 

1998). 

Within PLNs, diverse nodes initiate and sustain learning (Siemens, 2006). Having a 

wide range of connections enables greater interaction between individuals, which 

generates a resource known as social capital (Lu, Yang, & Yu, 2013; Putnam, 2000). 

Within learning networks, social capital is “both an individual’s stock of resources that 

can emerge from sustained social relationships, and the capacity of a population—a 

network or community—to accomplish collective action” (Rheingold, 2012, p. 218). 

Within a learning context, social capital might be developed when individuals work 

with others in their network to build knowledge and make connections in order to solve 

problems. 
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Social capital of different kinds is generated from strong and weak ties (Putnam, 2000). 

Two types of social capital identified by Putnam (2000) are bonding and bridging. 

Bonding social capital is derived from strong ties that create reciprocity and support. 

Bridging social capital is developed from the fresh perspectives and new ideas that 

weaker ties bring. Bonding and bridging capital are not “either-or”, but “more or less” 

dimensions of social capital (Putnam, 2000, p. 22). Each bring different learning 

opportunities, as the bonding social capital of strong ties provides the support of like-

minded learners, while the bridging social capital stimulates new ideas and ways of 

thinking.  

Unlike communities, which are characterised by strong ties, networks are less densely 

connected, and contain both strong and weak ties (Dron & Anderson, 2014; Wellman 

et al., 2002). Effective learning in networks may be more likely to occur when there is 

a combination of strong and weak ties. This is because the strong ties (and resulting 

bonding social capital) enable an atmosphere of security to take risks and to learn 

through trial and error, while the weak ties (and associated bridging social capital) 

bring fresh ideas, innovation and help to guard against the network becoming closed 

and inflexible (Haythornthwaite & de Laat, 2012). It is a challenge for learners to 

maintain a learning network which balances these network connections to best meet 

their learning needs.  

The development and maintenance of the connections within a network, regardless of 

physical distance, has been enhanced through the emergence of social technologies 

and the internet (Haythornthwaite, 2015). Social technologies, often referred to as 

social media, are digital technologies that enable interaction in groups, enhance 

connectivity, and enable more effective flow of resources across and between networks 
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(Allen, 2004; Haythornthwaite, 2015). Through these technologies, the learning 

network has become “a portal to the world, through which learners can explore and 

create, according to their own interests and directions, interacting at all times with their 

friends and community” (Downes, 2010a, p. 25). The development of social 

technologies has enabled interaction beyond the limits of time and space, extending 

the potential for learning in ways that were previously difficult or impossible (Allen, 

2004; Dron & Anderson, 2014). Social technologies enable social learning in PLNs 

which is open, participatory and active (Dron & Anderson, 2014; Ito et al., 2013; 

Saadatmand & Kumpulainen, 2012). Some examples of the types of social learning 

activities which are supported by social technologies, and exemplar tools are 

summarised in Table 3.4.  
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Table 3.4 
Social technologies supporting social learning 

Types of social learning 

activity 
Tool Examples Uses 

Social Networking Twitter 

Facebook 

LinkedIn  

Maintaining digital presence 

Feedback  

Enabling discussion 

Maintaining connections 

Finding answers and solutions 

Content Creation WordPress (blogging) 

YouTube  

Google Docs 

Goodreads 

Vlogs/podcasts 

Generating and editing original materials 

Commenting & evaluating 

Co-creation & collaboration 

Collaborative editing 

Resource evaluation 

Self-publication 

Social bookmarking/ 

Content curation 

Diigo 

Pinterest 

ELinkio 

Padlet 

A.nnotate.com 

Content curation and aggregation 

Annotating 

Information organisation 

Resource sharing 

Discovering people and resources 

 

Information aggregation RSS feeds 

Flipboard 

Subscriptions 

Knowledge collection 

Information access 

Note: Adapted from Saadatmand and Kumpulainen (2012), Boyd (2003), Dron and Anderson, (2014), 
Ito et al. (2013). 

 
These tools provide connections across contexts, provide multiple points of access and 

interaction and enable the learner to demonstrate and share their learning. They allow 

the creation of multimodal and customisable content, and give opportunities to use and 

create openly licenced resources, all of which are suggested as “ways of leveraging 

open networks” (Ito et al., 2013, p. 77). 
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 Social learning in PLNs 

In PLNs, social learning occurs through dynamic interactivity, dialogue and exchange 

occurring between nodes which create opportunities for new knowledge construction 

(Nussbaum-Beach & Hall, 2012). Social construction of learning is a key feature of 

PLNs viewed through the lens of networked learning, where the emphasis is placed 

upon interactions and connections, mediated by technology (Jones & de Laat, 2016). 

Connectivism is also central to social learning through PLNs, the act of connecting 

network nodes or information sources is considered to be part of the process of learning 

(Siemens, 2005). Learning through a PLN is socially constructed when practicing the 

connected learning values of openness and sharing (Ito et al., 2013). Learners within a 

PLN remix, recreate and redistribute content as they interact with people and 

information sources (Wilson et al., 2007, p. 32). It is by sharing knowledge and 

socially constructing learning that the learner becomes an active node within the PLN, 

rather than simply being an end-point (AlDahdouh et al., 2015). Within a PLN, social 

learning is amplified by individuals as they:  

engage in reflective and knowledge-building activities, connect and 

reconnect what they learn, add value to existing knowledge and ideas, 

and then re-issue them back into the network to be captured by others 

through their PLNs (Warlick, 2009a, p. 16). 

PLNs support social learning when opportunities for learning are accessible and 

participatory, and when structures exist which enable the creation of diverse networks 

(Ito et al., 2013). In PLNs, social technologies expand opportunities for learners to 

interact with others who share personal interests, as connections are made beyond the 

limitations of time and space. The capacity to create, remix and redistribute 

information and resources in a variety of modes, and via a variety of channels amplifies 
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social learning through a PLN. The individual benefits from the process of co-

constructing knowledge, while others within the PLN have access to the content being 

shared and reshared. Learning is spread through networks via the array of connections 

which distribute information through predictable and spontaneous, unexpected 

channels, allowing the actions of one learner to have an effect on many others through 

the network (Dron & Anderson, 2014; Wenger et al., 2011). 

The networked environment of PLNs in which social learning occurs is flexible and 

constantly changing (Downes, 2010a). The autonomous nature of the PLN means that 

connections can be continually created to ensure the most up to date and relevant 

information is accessed to meet learning goals (Downes, Feb 24, 2009; Siemens, 

2005). As social technologies enable individuals to access, create, remix, redesign and 

redistribute content in new and different ways, learning networks are characterised by 

information abundance (Jenkins, 2009). Learning within a PLN’s context of constant 

change and a profusion of information from diverse connections requires individuals 

to develop certain skills labelled by Bridgstock (2016a) as connectedness capabilities. 

These include the capacity to build, maintain and activate connections, to be self-

directed learners and to effectively access, evaluate, add value to and remix 

information and resources to meet personal learning needs (Bridgstock, 2016a; 

Rajagopal et al., 2012; Warlick, 2009). Possessing these capabilities allows learners to 

create connections and learn when and as needed, rather than aggregating all 

knowledge in ‘one time’ learning events in classrooms (Ito et al., 2013; Siemens, 

2007). I now turn to a discussion of these connectedness capabilities, through the 

perspective of social learning in PLNs.  
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Building, maintaining and activating connections are key elements of learning within 

PLNs. Individuals are aware of the affordances of social technologies and the value of 

both strong and weak ties when they create a network of diverse connections which 

generate the maximum number of unique and potentially useful insights (Bridgstock, 

2016b; Downes, 2012; Ryberg et al., 2011). Adopting a participatory approach to 

learning, which emphasises interaction, contribution and reciprocity assists individuals 

to expand and enhance the number and quality of connections within a PLN 

(Bridgstock, 2016a; Ito et al., 2013; Jenkins, Ito, & boyd, 2016). Although social 

technologies facilitate the creation of connections with fewer geographical or temporal 

limitations (Visser et al., 2014), self-directed learners actively cultivate and sustain 

connections within their PLN.  

Learning within a PLN is self-directed, as individuals initiate connections and seek out 

opportunities to construct new understandings (Richardson & Mancabelli, 2011). In a 

PLN, individuals can be entrepreneurial learners, by integrating information and 

connections across multiple platforms (Downes, 2012; Ito et al., 2013; Saadatmand & 

Kumpulainen, 2012; Senges, Seely Brown, & Rheingold, 2008). Constructing 

knowledge from diverse network nodes enhances the interactivity and authenticity of 

the learning, as the learner is autonomous within the PLN, not necessarily sharing 

common learning goals with others (Downes, 2012). The PLN is centred around the 

individual, and therefore self-directed learning is needed as the information and 

resources accessed from numerous sources are remixed and repurposed to meet the 

learner’s specific needs (Downes, 2005). 

PLNs are typified by a rich web of information sources that the learner connects with 

to construct new knowledge. The presence of diverse strong and weak ties as well as 
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the loosely organised structure of learning networks means that contribution and 

filtering of information depends upon the individual (Dron & Anderson, 2014; Wenger 

et al., 2011). This means that successful learning experiences rely on the individual’s 

ability to access, evaluate and add value to information. Developing information and 

social network literacy skills can assist learners to effectively navigate and draw value 

from contexts which feature overwhelming amounts of information and interaction 

(Bridgstock, 2016a; Rheingold, 2012). Having the capacity to identify the signal 

within the noise efficiently and effectively can support learning within unstructured, 

nebulous networks.  

PLNs for teacher professional learning 

Empirical research detailing how teachers experience professional learning through 

engagement with a PLN is limited, although the field which examines the use of online 

social technologies for professional learning for teachers is growing. However, few 

studies focus on the experience of teachers who combine different social technology 

tools and platforms to create a network of connections which supports their personal 

professional learning needs. Of the extant research, three areas emerge (Greenhow, 

Campbell, Galvin, & Askari, 2018). The first comprises studies that explore 

professional learning through interactions within a single online context which has 

been specifically designed for teachers (Duncan-Howell, 2010; Hur & Brush, 2009; 

Lee, Rahmat, Heng, Li, & Hwee, 2018; Tseng & Kuo, 2014). The second area concerns 

teachers’ professional learning which occurs within a single social network or 

connected digital space not designed especially for teachers, for example, Twitter or 

Facebook (Britt & Paulus, 2016; Carpenter & Krutka, 2015; Oliver, 2016; Ranieri, 

Manca, & Fini, 2012; Visser et al., 2014). A third area includes teachers’ professional 

learning using a combination of freely accessible social technologies (Carpenter, 



99 
 

Krutka, & Trust, 2016; Tour, 2016; Trust et al., 2016). While the third is of most 

relevance to this research, insights are gained from each of these areas, and are 

therefore analysed in this section.  

The first area of research relates to teachers’ professional learning in a single online 

space, using social technologies designed specifically for teachers. This context allows 

for anytime, anywhere connection and communication between teachers, to enable 

professional learning that is flexible and accessible. Engagement in professional 

learning through such online communities is the focus of the research by Hur and 

Brush (2009), who observed the interactions of 23 teachers as they interacted in one 

of three large online communities of teachers for the purpose of professional learning. 

Each community was created by teachers within separate platforms designed 

specifically for teachers. The study revealed five reasons that teachers wanted to 

participate in such a community, namely: to share emotions, overcome isolation, 

explore ideas, experience camaraderie, and take advantage of the flexibility and 

accessibility of online spaces (Hur & Brush, 2009). 

These findings aligned with the work of Duncan-Howell (2010), who also found that 

membership in online communities designed for teachers provided opportunities to 

learn professionally as well as gain emotional support. Similar to Hur and Brush (2009) 

the groups in this research were described as communities rather than networks, and 

teachers participated in one space, which was populated solely by teachers. The 

communities had names such as BECTA Top Teachers and OZ-TeacherNet (Duncan-

Howell, 2010). Participation was voluntary in both studies, and teachers sought this 

informal professional learning in their own time.  
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The research of Tseng and Kuo (2014) and Lee et al. (2018) also provides insight into 

the motivations and experiences of teachers learning in online communities. While this 

research examined communities created by educational authorities, rather than 

initiated by teachers from the ground up, it emphasises that teacher collaboration and 

social learning are important for transformational professional learning. Tseng and 

Kuo (2014) found that strong ties help develop confidence and therefore increase the 

likelihood of sharing to the community, which in turn flows into greater self-efficacy. 

Lee et al. (2018) identify trust and a culture of sharing to be essential for interactivity, 

however they were unable to observe higher level knowledge construction occurring 

within the community. Rather, members largely used their connections to exchange 

resources. 

This first area of research on teachers’ use of social technologies for professional 

learning indicates that initiation of an online space by teachers may lead to a greater 

sense of ownership and agency. Thus, studies of online communities generated by 

teachers tend to feature more evidence of emotional support and solidarity than those 

provided in a top down approach. Although the research focused on interaction within 

a single community space, rather than personalised networks developed using a range 

of social software, the findings suggest that there is value to be gained from leveraging 

the affordances of social technologies for professional learning.  

The second area of research also investigates how teachers might learn online using 

one particular social media tool or platform. In contrast to the research exploring 

teachers’ online communities, these studies involve social technologies which have 

not been specifically designed for teacher professional learning, such as Twitter and 

Facebook. According to Greenhow et al. (2018), a systematic review reveals that the 
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majority of these research studies focus on Twitter, with a smaller number exploring 

Facebook. The focus on a single social platform is the main differentiating factor 

between these and studies which examine teachers’ PLNs built upon a range of social 

technologies. However, findings about how and why teachers interact within online 

networked contexts provide insight for this study, as they reveal the opinions of a wider 

range of teachers who have made use of social technologies to create connections with 

others for professional learning. 

Surveys are one method adopted to gather data on how teachers use the microblogging 

site, Twitter as a method for accessing professional learning (Carpenter & Krutka, 

2015; Forte, Humphreys, & Park, 2012; Visser et al., 2014). Common findings 

recognise the autonomy and flexibility of Twitter to meet personal learning needs. 

Personal learning needs consist of more than knowledge and content sharing 

(Greenhow et al., 2018). Similar to the findings of research investigating online 

communities generated by teachers, those using Twitter for professional learning also 

sought not only information and resources but also emotional support including 

encouragement, self-esteem development and collegiality (Britt & Paulus, 2016; 

Carpenter & Krutka, 2015; Davis, 2015; Visser et al., 2014). In these studies, Twitter 

usage was more reflective of an online network, rather than a community, as 

participants focused on meeting individual goals and maintained strong and weak ties 

(Britt & Paulus, 2016; Carpenter & Krutka, 2015; Holmes, Preston, Shaw, & 

Buchanan, 2013; Visser et al., 2014).  

A smaller segment of research examining teacher development through Twitter 

focuses on the experiences of teachers engaging in tweet chats. A tweet chat has been 

described as a thematic multilogue, as it is a many to many discussion on a pre-
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determined topic or theme (Megele, 2014). Participants engage in a tweet chat at a 

scheduled time and use a hashtag (e.g. #EdChat) to identify their own contributions 

and the contributions of others. The tweet chat has been represented as a community 

of practice as it allows learners to develop knowledge collaboratively within social 

platforms that focus on a shared area of interest, with a particular theme (Megele, 

2014). Other research has found that within tweet chats relationships between teachers 

can be sustained over time and built around mutual interests, leading to the capacity to 

immediately initiate conversation with a shared language (Britt & Paulus, 2016). These 

are also elements of a community of practice. However, the nebulous nature of Twitter 

membership means that not all participants in a tweet chat actually engage and 

contribute, and some may feel left out if their contributions are not recognised (Britt 

& Paulus, 2016; Davis, 2015). These findings suggest that although some aspects of 

community exist within Twitter, and specifically tweet chats, the function of this social 

media platform is characterised by a network structure.  

The network structure of Twitter contrasts with the format of groups which is used in 

Facebook for similar interactions. Ranieri et al. (2012) conducted a survey of 1107 

participants from five Facebook groups, two of which were open to the public and 

three which were closed and open only by approval of an administrator. In this study, 

group interaction reflected some aspects of online learning communities. This was 

particularly notable within groups formed around specific themes, which demonstrated 

stronger ties, evidenced by greater emotional sharing and more experienced members 

providing support for newer members (Ranieri et al., 2012). This contrasts with other 

findings which suggest that within large open Facebook groups teachers do not 

experience the levels of trust needed to feel comfortable to engage in reflection or 

feedback about practice (Kelly & Antonio, 2016). This discrepancy in findings may 
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be associated partly with the inclusion of only publicly open Facebook groups in this 

research. Stronger ties which encourage enhanced reciprocity, trust and support do not 

appear to be the default relation created within social network contexts.  

The third area of research which considers teachers’ use of a variety of social 

technologies is still limited and inconclusive. While the findings of the above 

mentioned studies which focus on a single tool provide insights, they may not reveal 

the full experience of professional learning through a PLN, which is distributed 

across different social technologies. Recognising the sparsity of research exploring 

online PLNs for professional learning, Carpenter et al. (2016) conducted an 

anonymous survey of 732 PK-12 teachers, who engaged with professional learning 

through their PLN. This research described PLNs as “organic, voluntary, informal 

and multifaceted” (Carpenter et al., 2016, p. 1940), and noted that teachers often do 

not limit their PLN to one single digital tool. Their findings indicated that teachers 

gather teaching strategies, resources and ideas from their PLN, and that a smaller 

number find that their PLN has influenced their educational philosophy and learning 

disposition.  

Also emerging from this research is a model of teacher interaction which suggests 

that teachers experience elements of engaging, sharing, discovering, experimenting 

and reflecting through their PLNs (Krutka, Carpenter, & Trust, 2016). These 

elements of experience occur singularly and in an interconnected way, and describe 

the ways that teachers experience professional learning through their PLNs. This 

model “attempts to conceptualise elements that are common to PLN activities that 

transcend individual tools or spaces” (Krutka et al., 2016, p. 156).  
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Research gaps 

Chapters 2 and 3 have identified that there is limited research about the experience of 

teachers as they engage with PLNs for professional learning purposes. While the field 

of online teacher professional learning is growing, little is known about the thoughts, 

feelings and actions of individual teachers who use their PLN for professional learning. 

It is clear that there is an urgent need to investigate how teachers might initiate and 

interact with a PLN to address professional learning needs which could otherwise go 

unmet, and to establish ways in which informal learning through PLNs may satisfy 

performative measures for accreditation and accountability. Research to date has also 

not considered how learning through a PLN relates to the theoretical and pedagogical 

concepts of networked learning, connectivism and connected learning.  

Conclusion 

This literature review has identified research gaps which this thesis addresses with 

regard to the experience of teachers who engage with professional learning through 

PLNs. In Chapter 3 I have discussed research concerning networked learning, 

connectivism and connected learning, and have revealed that little is known about how 

these theoretical and pedagogical concepts relate to the real life experience of teachers 

who use a range of social technologies to create a PLN for their professional learning. 

Thus, the following Chapter 4 presents the research design adopted to address this gap 

in knowledge. It outlines the qualitative, collective case study approach to examining 

the cases of 13 practicing teachers who use PLNs to enhance their professional 

learning.  
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Chapter 4: Research design 

This chapter outlines the research design used to explore the previously identified gaps 

in the literature, and the problem that this research addresses. I present the research 

question and discuss the interpretivist research paradigm within which this research is 

situated. I then present the rationale for the qualitative collective case study approach 

which I have chosen for this research and explore the strengths and limitations of this 

methodology. I describe the research design and implementation and outline the 

methods I have undertaken for data collection and analysis. Finally, I conclude the 

chapter with a discussion of the strategies I implemented to ensure the research is 

trustworthy, ethical, and of high quality.  

The research question 

The overarching research question is: How do teachers experience professional 

learning through personal learning networks? 

This research question frames an examination of the real life experience of currently 

practicing teachers who use a personal learning network to create and participate in 

professional learning opportunities. As elaborated in this chapter, I have used a 

qualitative collective case study approach (Simons, 2009; Stake, 1995). While each 

teacher formed the subject of an individual case, the study aimed to develop some 

collective understanding about the phenomenon of the experience of teachers who 

engage with a PLN for the purposes of professional learning (Thomas, 2016). 
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Qualitative research focuses on human experience, “as it is lived, felt, undergone, 

made sense of and accomplished by human beings” (Schwandt, 2001, p. 84). 

Therefore, qualitative research is suited to the research problem of this study, as it is 

seeking understanding of the complexities of human experience, in an area where 

current theory is limited (Creswell, 2013). Through this qualitative case study, I have 

developed a deeper understanding of the thoughts, feelings and actions of teachers as 

they engaged with professional learning through PLNs. In addressing the research 

question, I have constructed knowledge through the interpretation of data, which 

reflects the varied perspectives of 13 teachers. My choice of qualitative case study is 

appropriate, as “it is through analysis and interpretation of how people think, feel and 

act, that many of the insights and understandings of the case are gained” (Simons, 

2009, p. 4).  

Positioning the research 

This qualitative research is situated within an interpretivist paradigm, focusing upon 

understanding rather than explanation (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The interpretivist 

paradigm sees social reality as a human construction, created by each person. In this 

paradigm, reality is continually produced and reproduced by participants, as they 

interpret and make meaning of their experiences (Blaikie, 2009). Therefore, there are 

many social realities, as each individual constantly revises and changes their 

constructions in response to their experiences. Interpretivism appears to be a natural 

fit for this research, as “inherent in the online world is the self-determination of users 

to find order to construct their own reality to reflect interests, questions and social 

engagement” (Salmons, 2016, p. 25). This research interprets the experience of 

teachers who have constructed a reality which meets their professional learning needs, 

using online social technologies. 
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The interpretivist research paradigm has strongly directed the theoretical and 

methodological decisions made within this research. In this thesis, the term paradigm 

describes my “basic belief system or worldview that guides the investigator, not only 

in choices of method but in ontologically and epistemologically fundamental ways” 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 104). My own worldview is informed by the interpretivist 

and constructivist understanding that: 

people construct the meaning of phenomena in relation to their 

perceptions of similarity, importance, and implication.... Even 

perceptions which are largely sensory, such as the smell of Fourth of 

July sparklers or the crash of surf on a lonely beach, are greatly 

understood within the context of personal experience. The simple 

description is clouded with "tacit" knowledge. Each new viewer 

interprets the sensations differently. With each interpretation, new 

knowledge is constructed (Stake & Kerr, 1995, pp. 55-56). 

Taking an interpretivist approach has challenged me to make visible the phenomenon 

of teachers’ professional learning experiences through PLNs, and to represent the 

experience of that phenomenon in a way that others might engage with (Simons, 2009). 

In probing the real life experience of teachers, and carefully interpreting the data they 

have shared, I have uncovered evidence which underpins a conceptual model that 

enhances the meaning-making of others. This study offers new evidence based and 

conceptual knowledge to understand teachers’ real life experience of professional 

learning through PLNs, which is different from the practical, instructional direction 

generally presented in the current literature, as evidenced in the work of Castaneda and 

Soto (2010); Moreillon (2016); Ossiannilsson, Uhlin, and Creelman (2014); Warlick 

(2009). 
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Interpretivist research is characterised by dynamic relationships and evolving 

interpretations, as the process involves an iterative and recursive “rhythm” (Yanow & 

Schwartz-Shea, 2013, p. 57). This rhythm is seen through the frequent return to the 

data as understandings are developed, checking that interpretations are fair, 

trustworthy and authentic. Throughout this research, rather than aim to discover and 

explain one single reality (Blaikie, 2007), I have explored the individual reality of each 

teacher participant. This has led me to a nuanced understanding of how teachers 

explain and make meaning of their experiences when learning through their PLNs. 

Through interpretation, the research has gone beyond simple description, to represent 

a cohesive account in which identified themes or patterns have evolved to create rich, 

nuanced images (6 & Bellamy, 2012).  

To achieve this nuanced understanding, I conducted a collective case study with 

thirteen teacher participants, each of whom has engaged with professional learning 

through their own PLN. Thus, I gathered multiple teachers’ viewpoints. Unlike a 

positivist study, which seeks to identify similarities in responses in order to build 

generalisations, this study also focused upon the range and differences (Yanow & 

Schwartz-Shea, 2013) of the teachers’ experiences when they engaged in professional 

learning through their PLN. By focusing on the range of experiences, what was 

meaningful for each teacher participant has been made apparent. Others could use the 

findings of this research to enhance their own understanding of this type of 

professional learning and to enhance their professional learning practice. 

The role of an interpretivist researcher 

As an interpretivist researcher I did not come to the study as a disinterested outsider. 

Rather, I recognised my position within the research process, taking the role of 
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participant observer (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Simons, 2009; Thomas, 2013). My 

experiences and expertise in my own PLN meant that I brought my own 

understandings and potential subjectivity (Merriam, 1988). My interest in this topic 

emerges from personal experience of professional networking using social 

technologies, and I acknowledge this as an influencing factor in this research. To this 

research I have brought a professional history of connecting with others using a PLN, 

expertise in using social media for learning and a strong interest in understanding 

whether my own experiences are similar or different to those of other educators. This 

is evident through a post I shared in my blog very early in my PhD research: 

I’ve spent the past 2 weeks reading research papers, articles on 

professional learning for teachers and professional/personal learning 

networks and books by David Weinberger and George Siemens. I still 

feel as though I have only scratched the surface when it comes to 

understanding the academic side of social media being used as a source 

of informal professional learning for teachers. What I do know, though, 

is that professionally and personally, I love being able to connect with 

other professionals online (Oddone, 2016, February 8 para. 1). 

I recognise that as an interpretative researcher, my own subjectivities have played a 

role within this study. Therefore, I have continued to reflect upon and scrutinise my 

processes to ensure that the data collection and analysis have remained transparent 

(Simons, 2009). This transparency is evident in my decision to include detailed 

vignettes of each of the participants, to portray their stories as a part of the research 

findings. Including research vignettes of each teacher contributes to the authenticity of 

the collective case study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Through the narrative form of the 

vignettes, the complex interpretations each teacher makes of their professional 
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learning experience are made transparent (Langer, 2016). The interplay between the 

teachers’ perspectives and experiences portrayed through the words of the teachers, 

and the interpretations of these made by both the participants and I as researcher, have 

informed outcomes of this case study. 

I used my blog during the research process as a reflective space to demonstrate 

transparency and in recognition of my subjectivity within the interpretivist case study 

approach. I shared my personal discoveries, reflected upon how these were part of my 

research and encouraged discussion through my blog posts via the comments feature. 

In doing so, I acknowledged that in "this kind of research, readers need to know who 

you are and where you stand, metaphorically as well as literally" (Thomas, 2016). For 

example, the following posts provide reflective insights of how I conceived my 

position within the research and the processes that I undertook for data collection: 

Learning through connections – in theory (Oddone, 2016, September 16), Naming and 

taming your network (Oddone, 2017, January 13), Understanding Affordances part 

one and two (Oddone, 2017, March 1, 2017, March 2)and Blogging the PhD journey 

(Oddone, 2018, October 3). In Becoming connected: Using networks to collect data in 

social media environments (Oddone, 2017, June 20) I shared:  

You are reading this post on my blog, where I do a lot of my ‘thinking’ 

and share my reading. My blog gives me opportunities to write about 

my ideas and explore them with others. I used a page on my blog as a 

space to direct people who are interested in my research. Having an 

online form and the official QUT information sheet means that people 

can get a good idea of what the research is about and indicate their 

interest in participating anonymously. You need a strategy like this 

because you can’t have people just reply to your tweet or put a post on 
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Facebook; then they would lose their anonymity by their public 

response (Oddone, 2017, June 20 para. 14). 

I did not take a completely emic position within this research. Instead I position myself 

in the centre of the emic and etic continuum. That is, I have shared “characteristics 

with participants, and have experienced the research phenomena but (did) not 

contribute data” (Salmons, 2016, p. 102). Through actions intended to create 

transparency and make evident my position within the research, I have made clear my 

role and relations as the participant observer.  

A qualitative collective case study  

This research is a qualitative collective case study, with 13 teacher participants. In this 

collective case study, I viewed each teacher as a separate case. I examined their 

individual experience with the expectation that each teacher would share their 

perspective of experiencing learning through a PLN of their own construction (Simons, 

2009). I analysed the data from these individual cases separately. I then compared the 

findings across all the cases.  

The nature of case study as a methodological approach is somewhat contested, and 

individuals and disciplines have different interpretations of its scope and focus 

(Merriam, 1988; Simons, 2009; Stake, 1995). For this research, I followed the 

qualitative case study approach defined by Simons (2009, p. 21) as:  

an in-depth exploration from multiple perspectives of the complexity 

and uniqueness of a particular project, policy, institution, programme 

or system in a ‘real life’ context. It is research based and evidence-led. 

The primary purpose is to generate in-depth understanding of a specific 



112 
 

topic…to generate knowledge and/or inform policy development, 

professional practice and civil or community action.  

In adopting Simon’s understanding of qualitative case study, I have used semi-

structured interviews, to gather multiple perspectives of 13 teachers from within the 

real life context of their PLN. Cross-case comparison of the individual teachers’ cases 

allowed me to explore the interconnectedness of the elements within each case 

(Thomas & Myers, 2015). By exploring each unique case, and then drawing 

interpretations across cases, I gained a nuanced understanding of the complexity of the 

real life experience of professional learning through PLNs. Thus, I was able to create 

a collective case study that presents an holistic response to the research question. As 

deep exploration of individuals’ experience of professional learning through PLNs is 

limited in current research, my analysis of a range of individual viewpoints and 

experiences has provided new findings in this area. 

The defining aspect of a case study for Simons (2009) is the “singularity” and 

complexity of the phenomenon being studied. Singularity relates to the unique and 

bounded nature of the case being studied – it is the recognition of each case as a 

snapshot of the phenomenon. In this research, I investigated the singular (or particular) 

phenomenon of each teacher’s real life experience of professional learning through a 

PLN. The cases are therefore bounded by the focus on professional learning for 

teachers, and the context of the PLN, being the system of connections to people and 

resources created using social technologies for the purposes of professional learning 

(Rajagopal et al., 2012; Trust, 2012).  

The qualitative case of each teacher is situated within the context of their own PLN. 

With boundaries that are blurred, extending beyond the geographic and temporal 
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limitations of the physical environment, the digitally connected environment of the 

PLN is nebulous and continually changing. The findings drawn from each case 

therefore present a snapshot – a frozen image of a moment in time, filtered through the 

reflections and experience of the participants and my own interpretation as researcher 

(Miles, 2015). The representations of each case within its context, using vignettes and 

participant constructed PLN maps, as well as cross case analysis, provide an account 

through which practice may be explored, contextualised and theorised (Miles, 2015), 

thus enabling the generation of new ways of understanding the complex practice of 

professional learning through a PLN.  

Rationale for the collective case study approach 

Choosing to develop a collective case study has five significant benefits. First, I was 

able to gain indepth insights from the real life perspective of 13 teachers. These 

participants were practising teachers in K-12 schools from a range of geographic 

regions, school types and teaching roles (see Table 4.1). They used a variety of social 

technologies to initiate and develop an online network through which they engaged 

with professional learning. Therefore, the research featured cases from more than one 

real life context, thus providing data representing a range of perspectives (Baxter & 

Jack, 2008).  

The second benefit of collective case study approach is its capacity for cross case 

comparison (Simons, 2009). This approach allowed me to investigate similarities and 

differences across a number of cases, creating a rich understanding, across a broad 

spectrum of viewpoints (Thomas, 2016). Through the findings of the cross case 

comparison, I identified themes which provide a unified account across the cases, 

allowing me to build “substantive theory, offering an integrated framework covering 
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multiple cases” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 234). I synthesised the findings into an 

evidence based, conceptual model which represents the experience of professional 

learning through PLNs as a connected professional.  

The third benefit of collective case study is that it offers readers the potential to 

“vicariously experience what was observed, and utilize their tacit knowledge in 

understanding its significance” (Simons, 2009, p. 23). The accessible nature of case 

study research, with its capacity to generate knowledge, and influence professional 

practice supports this (Simons, 2009). As many teachers engage with professional 

learning, this research introduces new possibilities to educators, administrators and 

researchers interested in innovative professional learning approaches and the 

affordances of social technologies.  

The fourth advantage of qualitative, collective case study is that the collection and 

analysis of real life data from a range of perspectives provided an evidence base for 

theory generation. Iterative loops between data collection, analysis and provisional 

theoretical inferences, allowed the emergence of patterns, interconnections and themes 

from within and across the cases (6 & Bellamy, 2012; Simons, 2009). These have led 

to new conceptual understandings which contribute to current theory about 

professional learning and the associated affordances of social technologies.  

Finally, the collective case study approach enabled potential real life application as a 

research outcome. My findings and model support the future development of a practice 

framework to inform innovative learning of teachers and other professionals. The 

capacity to create, navigate and draw value from online social networks is gaining 

attention as a highly desirable professional attribute (Bridgstock, 2016b). Having real 
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life applicability, this research contributes to the development of innovative 

professional learning approaches which support teachers as professionals.  

Limitations of the research approach 

Although the case study approach has several advantages, this research project has 

some limitations. The first limitation is the relatively small number of participants I 

included in the research. Having 13 participants in the data collection process is a very 

small number comparable to the vast number of individuals who interact in the online 

environment, and the number of practicing teachers globally. They cannot be 

considered representative of the whole population of teachers using PLNs however, 

seeking a representative group was not the intention of the research. The goal of this 

collective case study was to seek detail of real life experience, which the small sample 

made possible (Thomas, 2016). For this reason, I undertook a purposive sampling 

strategy to select teachers who met specific criteria. They were all practicing teachers, 

who held a K-12 teaching role within a school, and they all identified as participating 

in professional learning through an online PLN at the time of the data collection. Their 

online PLNs were self-initiated (i.e. created by themselves to meet their own identified 

professional learning requirements) and consisted of several openly accessible social 

media or online digital tools. In applying these criteria I was able to “select a sample 

from which the most can be learned” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 96). 

A relatively small sample can be critiqued for limiting the ability to draw 

generalisations from the data. However, making generalisations is not the intent of 

qualitative research. The purpose of this research was to develop deep qualitative 

insights, rather than broad, quantitative inferences (Simons, 2009). Therefore, 

qualitative case study provided the means to examine the complexity and individual 
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nature of each teacher’s experience of professional learning through the PLN (Simons, 

2009; Stake, 1995). My aim was not to draw conclusive generalisations, which are 

“assertions of enduring value that are context-free” (Guba & Lincoln, 1985, p. 110 

original emphasis). Rather, I sought to understand the experience of teachers who are 

using PLNs, within their own context. To do this, a smaller sample was preferable, as 

it allowed me to delve into the nuances of each teacher’s experiences. While the 

findings are not widely generalisable, they inform an evidence based model of 

professional learning through a PLN and may underpin the future development of a 

practice framework that is relevant to the contemporary experience of teachers. 

A second limitation is associated with the qualitative nature of this research, and its 

reliance on the experiential understanding of the researcher (Stake, 2010). The 

researcher is the “primary instrument for data collection and analysis” (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016, p. 16). In other words, as I investigated the experience of the research 

participants through my own perspective, there was the potential for subjectivity and 

bias. Simons (2009) suggests that as this is an inevitable aspect of qualitative case 

study research, it must be actively managed to ensure adequate balance between 

understanding, interpretation and researcher involvement. In acknowledging this need 

for balance, later in the chapter, I detail the ways that I ensured research rigor. Being 

aware of my subjectivity and potential for bias led to regular critical reflection, which 

informed the research design and implementation that follows.  

Research design and implementation 

This section outlines the research design and implementation strategy. I begin by 

explaining the strategy I used to recruit and select participants for the study. I then give 
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a description of the data collection method I used. The section concludes with a 

summary of the data analysis techniques that I undertook.  

Pilot study  

I began data collection with a pilot study, to assess the time the data collection process 

would take and to ensure that the methods I had chosen would provide the quality and 

quantity of data required. The pilot study also gave me the opportunity to consolidate 

my skills in data collection. For the purposes of the pilot study, I used convenience 

sampling to recruit and select my participants. To avoid fatigue around multiple 

requests for research participants, I directly approached three teachers who were 

members of my own PLN, who worked in different geographic regions, had different 

roles and were at different school levels. I conducted data collection with these 

participants to review and refine the data collection strategies, and to establish if any 

changes were required prior to the official data collection stage. Data collection for the 

pilot study involved a PLN mapping exercise (prior to meeting) and a semi-structured 

interview. These techniques are described in detail in the following sections. Through 

the pilot study, it became evident that the PLN maps enabled the participants to reflect 

upon their PLNs prior to their interview. The participants provided a copy of the image 

before (or at the beginning) of the interview, and this enriched the data gathered 

through the semi-structured interview. The use of image construction to elicit data 

during a semi-structured interview is discussed in detail below (Kearney & Hyle, 2004; 

Mannay, 2010).  

I decided to integrate the three pilot participants’ data with the main collective case 

study based upon the quality and quantity of data I gathered through these interviews. 

I decided to continue with the same questions for the main study, as the pilot 
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participants appeared to understand each question with little need for explanation or 

elaboration. The teachers offered reflections and examples of their thoughts, feelings 

or actions with minimal prompting required. My approach to each interview was 

relaxed, and this appeared to be successful in helping participants feel more 

comfortable in sharing their thoughts and experiences. I also discovered that asking 

the participants to explain their PLN map in the first few questions seemed to help 

them feel more confident about initiating their thoughts. I found that being able to look 

at the visualisation while the participant spoke to it provided an ice-breaker, as I could 

nod and confirm that I was seeing the map as when participants spoke about each part. 

I therefore decided to continue to use the PLN mapping exercise, albeit as one of the 

foci of the interview rather than a stand-alone data collection strategy. The technology 

worked well, and each participant had no difficulties initiating the application or with 

the quality of the connection. The fact that the video conferencing application was so 

intuitive and robust despite connecting to vastly different geographic locations (New 

Zealand, China and rural South Australia) encouraged me to feel confident that I had 

chosen the most appropriate digital tool to conduct the interviews with. No other 

changes to be made to the collection strategies were found to be necessary.  

Recruitment and selection of participants - Main study 

Following the pilot study, I undertook recruitment and selection of participants for the 

main study. This process resulted in the engagement of 10 further participants, and a 

total of 13 participants for the whole study. To recruit participants for the main study, 

I distributed information via social network channels directing those interested to seek 

more information available on my personal blog (Gelinas et al., 2017). As I sought 

participants who used of a range of social technologies in the form of a PLN, it was 

appropriate that I conducted recruitment within the online space. This setting provided 
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access to my intended research participants (Bengry, 2018). Having an established 

PLN of my own helped to build my credibility as a researcher within this area and 

provided me with the access to the field (Bengry, 2018; Salmons, 2016). Recruiting 

participants using social technologies also meant that I was able to seek teacher 

participants regardless of their geographic location (Hooley, Wellens, & Marriott, 

2012). This approach was important, in recognising that teachers’ PLNs create a 

context for learning not limited by temporal or geographic boundaries (Richardson & 

Mancabelli, 2011). 

I initiated the recruitment process by posting messages which invited participation in 

the research on Facebook, Twitter, an email listserv and my own personal blog. On 

Facebook and Twitter, I used visual posts which detailed information about the 

research and invited those interested to go to my personal blog, where I had posted 

more extensive information. The visual images included in these posts were sourced 

from the Public Domain. These messages are provided in Appendix A. The recruitment 

messages included a request for readers to ‘retweet’ or ‘repost,’ to encourage 

promotion to other potential participants. To recruit participants from the email 

listserv, which does not allow attachments, I sent a text based email, again inviting 

interested participants to view further information on my blog. The text of this email 

is provided in Appendix B. I promoted this information on my blog by including a new 

link on the menu bar of the home page, directing interested participants to the page on 

the blog site where information was accessible.  

On Facebook, I did not post to my personal timeline, acknowledging that the 

individuals I am “friends” with are all friends and family. Instead, I posted to my public 

page, Linking Learning https://www.facebook.com/LinkLearnConnect, which is 

https://www.facebook.com/LinkLearnConnect/
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accessible to any member of Facebook and is also viewable on the open internet. On 

Twitter, I made use of my own network to distribute the messages. My Twitter network 

has been in existence and slowly developing since 2007. While approximately half of 

my Twitter followers are based in Australia, I also have followers from various 

locations worldwide. Figure 4.1 is a depiction of the spread of the followers I have in 

my Twitter network.  

Figure 4.1. Analytics of the geographical location of my Twitter followers as at 03 
July 2018. 

To broaden the pool of individuals who viewed the messages that I posted on Twitter, 

I used the Twitter hashtags #globaledchat, #edchat, #lrnchat, #k-12 and #PLN. 

Hashtags are an affordance available within the Twitter platform which allows tweets 

to be searched and viewed according to theme. Thus the tweet will be “visible both to 

the user’s established followers and to anyone else following the hashtag” (Bruns & 

Burgess, 2011, p. 4). By appending particular hashtags to my tweets, I was able to 

ensure that others beyond my own connections who were teachers using Twitter were 

more likely to view my tweet posts.  
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The third online space that I used to advertise for participants was via an email listserv. 

This listserv, known as OZTL_NET was established in 1995. The decision to invite 

teacher librarians was based on my professional background as a teacher librarian as 

well as the evidence of teacher librarians using PLNs available in the professional 

literature (Deissler, Ding, Neumann, & Kopcha, 2015; Dillon, 2000; Kaldenberg, 

2012; Moreillon, 2016; Way, 2012). I requested permission to include the email 

message on this forum (Appendix B). The email also requested recipients to forward 

the message to other teachers as a form of snowball sampling, thus creating a greater 

likelihood of attracting participants from a broader range beyond my own networks 

(Bryman, 2016).  

All messages directed potential participants to a special research page on my blog 

http://www.linkinglearning.com.au/doctoralresearch/ where the official flyer 

approved by Queensland University of Technology containing information for 

prospective participants was viewable. A link to download this form was also 

available. Full research information, including the criteria for selection which are 

outlined in detail below, were made available via these information forms. Participants 

were invited to contact the principal researcher (myself) via a confidential online form 

which directed to my QUT email, or via direct email using my QUT email address. 

When potential participants initiated contact via the research page on my blog, I 

emailed in reply to each participant, acknowledging receipt of their expression of 

interest, and advising them that I would make contact one week after the recruitment 

period finished. At the conclusion of the two-week recruitment period, I had received 

thirteen expressions of interest.  

http://www.linkinglearning.com.au/doctoralresearch/
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To recruit participants as subjects of each case, I used a purposive sampling technique. 

Rather than identify a sample which represented the whole population, I focused on 

individual cases to maximise what might be learnt about the topic of research 

(Silverman, 2013; Stake, 1995; Thomas, 2016). As participants, I accepted teachers 

who indicated that they met specific criteria, which were provided to potential 

applicants on the participant information form. These criteria were: 

1. Participants must be a practising teacher.  

2. Participants must have an online personal learning network that they have 

initiated and developed themselves.  

3. Participants must generally access or interact with their personal learning 

network regularly (at least once a week). 

First, participants needed to be practising teachers. The definition of teacher included 

anyone with current teaching commitments, employed as a teacher and working in a 

school from Years P-12 with students aged 4-18 years. This included part-time and 

full-time teachers, specialist teachers such as language teachers or teacher librarians, 

and administrators who have a teaching load. Second, participants needed to have 

initiated and developed their own PLN. The participant did not necessarily need to 

name it a PLN, but it had to consist of one or more social media tools with which the 

participant interacted for the purposes of professional learning. The PLN may have 

included members with whom the teacher had face to face contact, however it was 

important that most of the interactions and network existed online for the purposes of 

this study. Third, the requirement that participants must generally access or interact 

with their personal learning network regularly (at least once a week) ensured that the 

participants provided plentiful data that reflected teachers’ current PLN experience.  
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I received 13 expressions of interest for the main study, all of whom met the criteria 

outlined above. It was possible that as potential participants could see these criteria 

clearly in the information provided on my blog post, those who did not meet the criteria 

did not make direct contact with me. During the very early stages of the data collection 

process, three more potential participants withdrew and did not progress past initial 

communications with me. This left me with ten participants for the main study and 

three pilot study participants, bringing the total number of teachers involved to 

thirteen. Table 4.1 gives a summary of the participants included in the study. The pilot 

study participants are indicated by grey shading in the appropriate cells.  

Table 4.1 
Summary of demographic data of research participants  

Pseudonym Location Date of 
Interview 

Current 
role 

Years in 
education 

School 
Type 

(Primary, 
Secondary, 

P-12, 
Other)  

School 
system 
(Local 

Private, Local 
Public, 

International, 
Other)  

Anna New 
Zealand 08/03/17 

Library 
Resources 
Manager 6 K-13 Private 

Maryanne China 10/03/17 eLearning 
Coach  23 K-12 Private 

International 
Sean South 

Australia, 
Australia 

25/03/17 Teacher 37 Secondary  Local 
Private 

Chris Russia 05/05/17 
Elementary 
Tech 
Integrationist 13 Elementary International 

Jo Queensland, 
Australia 08/05/17 Teacher 

Librarian 41 K-12 Local 
Private 

Morgan Victoria, 
Australia 16/05/17 

Head of 
Information 
Services 40 

Early 
Learning 

Centre - 12 
Local 

Private  
Lou New South 

Wales, 
Australia 

03/05/17 Teacher 
Librarian 27  Secondary  Local 

Public  
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Pseudonym Location Date of 
Interview 

Current 
role 

Years in 
education 

School 
Type 

(Primary, 
Secondary, 

P-12, 
Other)  

School 
system 
(Local 

Private, Local 
Public, 

International, 
Other)  

Evan Switzerland 10/05/17 

Educational 
technology 
and virtual 
(e-learning) 
high school 
co-ordinator 

13 PK-12 Private 
International 

Leanne 
Australian 

Capital 
Territory, 
Australia 

19/04/17 Teacher 
Librarian 23 

Senior 
Secondary 
(Years 11-

12) 
Local Public 

Alex Queensland, 
Australia 01/05/17 

Head of 
Library and 
Information 
Services 

17 Years 5-12 Local 
Private 

Charlie 
South 

Australia, 
Australia 

01/06/17 Teacher 8 Secondary Local 
Private 

Stell Vietnam 04/07/17 
Primary 
Years’ 
Program Co-
ordinator 

 14 Primary  International 

Jas Victoria, 
Australia 07/07/17 

Head of 
Digital 
Learning and 
Practice 

30 K-12  Local 
Private  

 
Data collection 

Salmons (2016) suggests three types of online data sources: extant, elicited and 

enacted. These reflect the nature of the online environment for data collection, as the 

researcher can access different types of data using different techniques, and with 

varying levels of interaction with the research participants. Extant data collection is 

based upon the retrieval of research data which has been publicly shared online, 

created without the influence or intervention of the researcher. Elicited data collection 

involves direct interaction with participants within an online environment, where the 

researcher prompts or questions the participant to generate information. This may be 

synchronous or asynchronous. Enacted data is generated through the interaction of 
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researcher and participant in a structured activity, which is often, but not always, 

synchronous. These three types of online data collection are summarised in Table 4.2 

and compared to the data collection method that I used in this research. I have shaded 

the cells which indicate the data collection method for each feature. 

Table 4.2 
Comparing extant, elicited and enacted data collection to data collection in this study 
 

 
Extant Data Collection Elicited Data Collection 

Enacted Data 

Collection 

Data collection 

Data exists without any 

intervention or influence 

from researcher 

As researcher I elicited 

responses from consenting 

participants using semi-

structured interviews. 

Data co-generated 

by researcher and 

consenting 

participant 

Research setting Already exists  
Co-created by interviewer 

& consenting participant 

Created or 

nominated by 

researcher 

Timing 
May occur synchronously 

or asynchronously 

Occurred synchronously 

(interview) and 

asynchronously (PLN 

map) 

Occurs 

synchronously 

Note. Adapted from Salmons (2016, pp. 7-8). Shaded cells indicate data collection method chosen. 

 
In this study, I interacted online both synchronously and asynchronously with 

participants, and used elicited data collection techniques. This allowed me to conduct 

the research in the most authentic way possible, as I explored the teachers’ experience 

of their real PLNs, rather than through a platform generated for the purposes of the 

study. As the research sought qualitative data integrating a range of insights and 

experience, I implemented a semi-structured interview technique to collect data. I also 

requested that prior to the interview, the participants create a visual depiction of their 
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PLN, which was used as a stimulus for discussion during the interview. The semi-

structured interviews were conducted online following an elicited data approach 

(Salmons, 2016). Although as regular PLN users, the participants were at ease with 

communication mediated through technology, not all participants had participated in 

an online, semi-structured interview previously. I therefore took time to put them at 

ease. I took a relaxed approach, ensuring that each participant was comfortable with 

the entire procedure before we began, initiating each interview with a brief friendly 

discussion and an outline of the data collection plan. I found that having the PLN map 

to focus upon for the first few questions acted as an icebreaker, as the participants had 

previously spent time thinking about its design. I also provided a list of questions prior 

to the interview, so that there was nothing unexpected asked of them. Using video 

conferencing software meant that the participants could choose the location and time 

of the interview. This may have created a greater sense of security for the participants, 

as they were in an environment of their own choosing. These measures were designed 

to put the participants at ease, and to ensure that they felt comfortable at all times. The 

data collection process is elaborated in Figure 4.2, and each phase is described in the 

following sections.  
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Figure 4.2. Phases and timeframe of data collection. 
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Personal learning network map  

Prior to each interview, I requested that the participants visually represent their PLN, 

using a method of their choice, for example, a digital mind map or a hand drawn sketch. 

Each participant’s PLN map provided a focus which I used to initiate the semi-

structured interview. Mapping social networks is commonly used as part of a 

quantitative data collection strategy, to measure the “strength, intensity, frequency and 

direction of network relations” as well as to position the individual within wider social 

relationships (Heath, Fuller, & Johnston, 2009; Ryan, Mulholland, & Agoston, 2014). 

In this research, I gathered qualitative information, relating to how the participants 

visualised their PLNs, and how they made sense of this visualisation (Hepp, Roitsch, 

& Berg, 2016). This personal perspective contrasts with most social network analysis, 

which takes a whole network view and examines interactions across the entire structure 

(Haythornthwaite & de Laat, 2010).  

Creating the PLN map prior to the semi-structured interview provided the participants 

with the opportunity to consider and visually express their PLN and professional 

learning experience. The map gave participants an “opportunity to reflect, and to make 

their thoughts, feelings or experiences manifest and tangible…generat(ing) insights 

which would most likely not have emerged through directed conversation” (Gauntlett, 

2011, p. 11). Constructing drawings or visual depictions to stimulate and surface 

unspoken thoughts and feelings is a useful way to enhance and enrich data collection 

(Kearney & Hyle, 2004; Mannay, 2010).  

To guide participants in the construction of the map, I provided written information to 

the participants using the QUT approved participant information sheet (See Appendix 

C). The participants were free to choose digital tools or free-hand sketching to create 
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their own PLN map. For clarification, I provided exemplar PLN maps of my own 

network, (see Appendix C) to indicate how they might approach creating their own 

PLN map, to minimise confusion about what type of information and format might be 

suitable. I emphasised to each participant that the exemplars were not prescriptive in 

any way, although a possible limitation is that these example maps may have led or 

influenced the participants thinking.  

Each participant’s PLN map was different. The information included the types of tools 

used, the ways in which the participant used these tools, the roles or descriptions of 

members within each participant’s PLN and the types of learning that they engaged in. 

I asked the participants to explain their map during the semi-structured interview. The 

depiction of each PLN offered additional contextual information which I drew upon 

during the semi-structured interview. After the interview, I gave participants the option 

to add more detail or alter the map, however no one took up this option. 

Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were the principal form of data collection for this study. 

Semi-structured interviewing is a common data collection technique used for 

qualitative case study (Simons, 2009). In keeping with the qualitative, interpretivist 

research paradigm framing the research, I used a semi-structured, conversational 

approach through the interview (Salmons, 2014). This allowed me to explore the 

emerging data with the interviewees whilst probing deeply and facilitating the sharing 

of unique viewpoints (Salmons, 2014; Simons, 2009).  

The semi-structured interview was based upon a list of open questions and was 

conducted in a way which best suited the emerging understandings and knowledge 

through the interview (Merriam, 1988; Thomas, 2016). I conducted the interviews 
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using an online video conferencing application called Zoom (Zoom Video 

Communications). As participating in an interview using a video conferencing 

application was a new experience for most of the interviewees, I sent a list of questions 

to each participant prior to our meeting, to reduce participants’ anxiety. This gave 

participants something to consider before the interview so that they did not feel the 

need to initiate dialogue (Simons, 2009). In addition to aligning with the study’s 

qualitative, interpretivist approach, semi-structured interviews supported my intention 

to encourage participants to share complex and personal insights, which might inform 

the development of their individual cases and enhance the potential for cross-case 

analysis.  

Several considerations were necessary in planning the semi-structured interviews, as 

they were all conducted online, using Zoom video conferencing technology. All 

participants were willing to use Zoom, which proved intuitive to use and was 

accessible across desktop and mobile platforms (Zoom Video Communications). Use 

of a video conferencing tool is comparable to face to face interviewing, as it is possible 

to conduct a synchronous discussion, where interviewer and interviewee can see each 

other and react to verbal and non-verbal cues (Deakin & Wakefield, 2014; Janghorban, 

Roudsari, & Taghipour, 2014). This tool was unfamiliar for some participants, 

however they appeared to find it easy to use. Zoom’s proven stability meant that almost 

no technical issues were experienced.  

The interviews were conducted at a time suitable for the participants. As Zoom video 

conferencing software is available on mobile devices, there were no limitations on 

location, and the research participants nominated times that best suited their schedules. 

Although Zoom necessitated broadband internet access, this was not deemed a 
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limitation for participants who frequently engage online through their PLN. One 

participant in China could only schedule her interview during school hours, as the 

school had access to a Virtual Private Network. This gave her internet access which 

she did not have at home. Using video conferencing meant that I was able to interview 

individuals from different locations across the world and offered a mutually secure and 

convenient context within which to conduct the interview. 

Using Zoom video conferencing provided the advantage of being easy to record for 

later transcription. The ability to see the participant during the interview created a 

sense of engagement and rapport (Salmons, 2016), however the nature of the data 

being collected was not dependent upon analysis of body language, facial expressions 

or other visual cues. Therefore, while the interviews were conducted using video, only 

the audio of each interview was retained. This was possible as Zoom provides separate 

audio files of all video recordings. Some participants indicated that the retention of 

only audio data made them feel more at ease, as I was only listening to their voices 

and not viewing footage when transcribing the interviews.  

The semi-structured interview included a series of pre-determined questions which 

focused on the participants’ experience of professional learning through their PLN, 

however I asked the questions in a flexible manner, remaining open to change as each 

interview progressed (Brinkman & Kvale, 2015; Merriam, 1988; Thomas, 2016). 

During the interview, I sought to ensure that the participants were aware that the goal 

of the interview was to understand their real life experience of professional learning, 

through their own PLN, from their own viewpoint. I was directed by the work of 

Spradley (1979, p. 34): 
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I want to understand the world from your point of view. I want to know 

what you know in the way that you know it. I want to understand the 

meaning of your experience, to walk in your shoes, to feel things as you 

feel them, to explain things as you explain them. Will you become my 

teacher and help me understand?  

 
The questions and prompts I used were carefully planned to provide opportunities for 

participant reflection, however, the way in which I posed the questions was flexible, 

in order to maximise qualitative data collection. The first group of questions concerned 

the PLN map which the participants had constructed in preparation for the interview. 

The second group of questions focused on the participants’ experience (thoughts, 

feelings and actions) of participating in professional learning through their PLN, 

asking about real life critical incidents that had been significant or memorable for 

them. Asking research participants to recognise and recount critical incidents is a way 

of gathering qualitative data that involves “aspects of human experience that are 

significant to the individual concerned” (Hughes, 2007, p. 2). Although I did not 

implement the entire process of Critical Incident Technique, I took advantage of the 

approach’s flexibility to assist the teachers to explain their thoughts, feelings and 

actions in light of a particular event or experience (Butterfield, Borgen, Amundson, & 

Maglio, 2005; Hughes, 2007). The use of a critical incident focus aligned with the 

interpretive, qualitative focus of this research (Butterfield et al., 2005) The third group 

of questions prompted the participants to draw on their own experience in considering 

more widely the advantages and disadvantages of engaging with a PLN for 

professional learning. The interview questions are presented below: 
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The PLN map: 

• Could you please explain the design and content of your PLN map? 

• What thoughts did you have during the process of mapping your PLN?  

• Would you please share any thoughts or feelings you experienced while 

creating this map of your PLN. 

Experience of PLN 

• What do you call your network? 

• How would you describe the professional learning you undertake when 

online?  

• Could you share with me how connecting with others via your PLN influences 

the way you think as an educator?  

• What inspired you to begin developing an online PLN?  

• How did you go about developing your online PLN?  

• How do you maintain and/or extend your PLN?  

• How does interacting with your PLN make you feel?  

• Please tell me about any significant or memorable incidents related to your 

professional learning that you have experienced through your PLN? What 

thoughts, feelings and actions did these incidents involve for you? What were 

the outcomes of these incidents?  

PLN for professional learning 

• What would you consider to be the advantages of a PLN for professional 

learning?  

• What would you consider to be disadvantages of a PLN for professional 

learning?  

• What are your words of advice for teachers considering initiating a PLN for 

the purposes of professional learning?  
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Data analysis 

The goal of data analysis is to transform the data collected from participants, through 

description, analysis and interpretation into a body of work which responds to the 

research question (Simons, 2009; Wolcott, 1994). In this research, I conducted 

thematic analysis to identify and investigate patterns and themes within and across 

each case. Using thematic analysis allowed me to examine the data gathered from 

participants, so that I could identify implicit and explicit themes and ideas (Guest, 

MacQueen, & Namey, 2012). This process aligned with the interpretative research 

paradigm, as identifying these themes was an active and constructive process (Braun 

& Clarke, 2006).  

Thematic analysis is a flexible data analysis technique, which can “potentially provide 

a rich and detailed, yet complex account of the data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 78). 

In analysing the data I was informed by the work of Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 87), 

who identify six phases of thematic analysis. These are: 

1. Familiarising yourself with the data 

2. Generating initial codes 

3. Searching for themes 

4. Reviewing themes 

5. Defining and naming themes  

6. Producing the report  
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Although presented as a list, I implemented these phases in a recursive fashion, moving 

back and forth between the different processes during the analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). Through this process I was able to identify themes that were personal to each 

participant’s experience, but also themes that extended across the participant’s stories.  

Data analysis focused on the semi-structured interviews. While the PLN maps 

provided a focus for discussion during the interviews, I did not undertake detailed 

analysis of the visual data the maps contained. The data analysis occurred concurrently 

with data collection. I began to analyse the data received after each interview occurred. 

This involved familiarising myself with the PLN map and the content shared during 

the interviews. I transcribed each interview myself, to enhance my familiarity with the 

text. As the interviews were conducted using Zoom, the audio recordings were of high 

quality, with very little background noise or interference. I transcribed each interview 

word by word, including all spoken words and sounds, including pauses, emphasis on 

words and incomplete sentences. This level of detail allowed me to focus on the 

meaning of the communication (Braun & Clarke, 2012; Kvale, 2007). I removed many 

of these details when including transcribed text as quotes, however the full 

transcriptions were used for data analysis. I carried out the transcription immediately 

after the interview, noting thoughts about the interview, repeated words and initial 

observations. I also drew connections between the PLN map and the interview data, 

and made notes concerning the alignment between the PLN map and the explanations 

and descriptions given by the participant. This process helped me to become intimately 

familiar with the content of the map and transcription (Braun & Clarke, 2012).  

After the transcription process, I began the process of coding the data, paying deep 

attention to each individual transcription in turn. I conducted the first round of coding 
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manually, using highlighter pens on printed copies of the transcription to identify 

words, phrases and sentences of note, adding a descriptive or interpretive code 

alongside the text. I coded generously, remembering that as this was early in the data 

analysis process it was better to code too much than too little (Braun & Clarke, 2012). 

At this stage I was not comparing the data across cases. I coded each interview 

transcript separately. This process allowed me to view each participant as a separate 

case, and reflected the deeply individual nature of each teacher’s PLN.  

 I then entered the transcripts into QSR NVivo version 10 software and repeated the 

coding process for each transcript. In the second round of coding, I used the 

affordances of the software to assist in management of annotation, coding and 

searching of the data (Gibbs, 2014; Lapadat, 2010). I did not use NVivo as a method 

for data analysis, rather as a particular way to manage the data and the analytic process 

(Gibbs, 2014). Conducting the second round of coding within NVivo allowed me to 

view the codes that I had already used as I analysed the transcript text, assisting me to 

see when concepts or ideas were repeated by individuals. As the coding process 

continued, I returned to earlier transcripts and checked whether they needed recoding 

or new coding added – the iterative process assisted me to refine the codes and ensure 

that they were precise and of high quality (Braun & Clarke, 2012).  

Although I was considering themes throughout the process of data analysis, once the 

transcripts had been coded patterns of information became more apparent (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006). Acknowledging that there are no hard and fast rules to guide decisions 

concerning what constitutes a theme within the data, I aimed to maintain consistency 

and transparency by collating and organising the codes to generate a “thematic map” 

of the analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 91). I did this firstly at the level of the 
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individual transcript, by examining the coding summary by source reports generated 

within NVivo. This provided me with a list of the codes I had used along within each 

transcript, and the text sections that aligned to these codes. I then created a report 

within NVivo which presented a coding summary by node (the term NVivo applies to 

codes). This allowed me to view the codes alongside the text sections drawn from all 

interview transcripts. 

Using these two types of reports, I was able to identify codes which were significant 

within and across the participants’ data. I was able to bring codes which were similar, 

or which overlapped, and to identify codes which appeared to be outliers due to their 

lack of repetition. I did not expect the themes to simply emerge from the data as if it 

were “a pile of crocodile eggs and analysis involved watching the eggs until each baby 

crocodile (theme) emerged, perfectly formed, from within” (Braun & Clarke, 2012, p. 

63). Instead, I actively worked with the codes to identify clusters around broad issues 

or topics relating my research question: How do teachers experience professional 

learning through personal learning networks? This approach aligns with my role as 

an interpretivist research who is positioned within the research.  

As in the fifth phase of Braun and Clarke’s model (2006), further refinement of and 

naming of themes occurred as I was writing the research findings. Generating vignettes 

for each participant, clustered around the defining theme that encapsulated each 

individual’s experience helped me to clarify the themes further. I used these vignettes 

as the basis for a matrix, which detailed and cross referenced the themes from the 

individual experiences (Appendix D). This matrix crystallised my understanding that 

although each participant’s experiences were highly personal, shared experience also 

existed across the study.  
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The data analysis process continued as I reviewed and revised final drafts of the 

chapters, to ensure consistency and clarity. Most importantly, I ensured a cohesive 

story of teachers’ experience of professional learning through their PLN was the final 

product of the process. The thematic analysis was a flexible and interpretive approach; 

however, I took time at every stage to generate an accurate, trustworthy and authentic 

analysis. The processes that I put in place to ensure this research rigour are detailed in 

the following section.  

Research rigour 

Indicators of rigor in qualitative research include qualities such as authenticity, 

goodness, verisimilitude, adequacy, trustworthiness, plausibility and credibility 

(Creswell & Miller, 2000). I will consider the quality of this study in terms of 

trustworthiness and authenticity, as the goal of this study is to accurately represent the 

teachers’ experience (Guba & Lincoln, 1985; Simons, 2009). These qualitative 

indicators differ from quantitative research, where concepts of validity, reliability, and 

replicability are key criteria (Bryman, 2016; Neuman, 1997). Rather than seeking 

similarity in findings to underpin a generalisation, which is the aim of quantitative 

research, this study values the singularity and authenticity of the complex stories 

shared by each teacher.  

Using a qualitative case study approach relies upon the researcher to be the major 

research instrument (Merriam, 1988; Simons, 2009). As researcher, I was thoroughly 

aware of how my “actions, values, beliefs, preferences and biases influence the 

research process and outcome” (Simons, 2009, p. 81). During the research process, I 

regularly reflected on how my own personal subjectivities could potentially influence 

the interpretations I was making through data analysis. By maintaining my awareness 
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of my role as researcher, I continually checked for the trustworthiness and authenticity 

of the study. One of the ways in which I reflected on my perspectives as researcher 

was by maintaining a personal blog.  

Throughout this study I blogged about my research at www.linkinglearning.com.au. I 

decided to blog during my research in recognition of the transparency the blog would 

give to the research process, and to enhance my credibility as a researcher working in 

the field of networked, connected learning (LaBanca, 2011; Salmons, 2016). Having 

previously blogged throughout my working career, maintaining this practice also 

allowed me to retain my personal voice and to ensure that I was remaining true to my 

research aims. In my blog posts, I have reflected upon the analysis that I have 

undertaken, my growing understandings, conceptions and misconceptions, the 

connections I have drawn through this analysis and the new ways of thinking about 

the concepts in my study as they have developed. These reflections have also given 

readers an insight into my position as researcher in relation to the research (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007; Creswell & Miller, 2000).  

The affordances of the blog have allowed me to gather feedback from others outside 

of the research, which has enhanced the trustworthiness of this research. Comments 

from those outside the research demonstrate that it meets the criteria of truth, value 

and applicability, that are important to maintaining trustworthiness in qualitative 

research (Guba, 1981). This has been evidenced by dialogue with commenters on 

various blog posts, affirming the credibility of the data presented and transferring it to 

different learning contexts. Figure 4.3 offers evidence of truth and value demonstrated 

by what LaBanca (2011) describes as auditing via blog. This blog post detailed my 

developing understandings of research terminology that I was using in my research. 
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By publicly sharing the way my understandings were being shaped by my reading and 

research, I was able to gather feedback in the form of the comment, confirming my 

thinking and enhancing the credibility of my research.  

Figure 4.3. Audit of reflective blog post - confirming understandings and enhancing credibility. 

 
The following Figure 4.4 presents a comment which demonstrates how the research 

findings that I had shared regarding the concept of PLN has applicability and 

transferability to different learning contexts. 
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Figure 4.4. Audit on reflective blog post - demonstrating applicability and transferability into different 
learning contexts. 

 
The above comment indicates how my research about PLNs for teacher professional 

learning is being applied within the context of Engineering students at a university in 

Sweden. The ensuing conversations assisted me to clarify my own data analysis and 

to check the trustworthiness of my findings. This also indicates the international reach 

and significance of this research.  

I have presented the findings of this research at the Eleventh International Networked 

Learning Conference in May 2018 and have presented my work in consultancy to 

academic staff and higher degree research students at the Lulea University of 

Technology in Sweden during the week of 7-12 May 2018. These activities gave me 

the opportunity to test the rigor and value of the research, through dialogic engagement 

(Ravitch, 2016). Presenting, discussing and responding to questions about the research 
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allowed me to test the interpretations of the data that I had made as others who are not 

related to my research project gave feedback and commented on the findings and the 

model of the learner as a connected professional. These activities further enhanced the 

credibility and trustworthiness of the study. 

The research design was also constructed to ensure trustworthiness and authenticity by 

employing triangulation and respondent validation (Bryman, 2016; Simons, 2009). 

Triangulation is a principal strategy used in interpretivist research to ensure high 

quality research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The term triangulation is drawn from 

navigational terminology, where two known locations are used to identify a point of 

convergence at a third unknown point (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In this qualitative 

case study, triangulation occurred through the integration of teachers’ multiple 

perspectives (Flick, 2008). Examining the issue from multiple perspectives aided 

consistency and confirmability of the findings. Using participant generated PLN maps 

to stimulate responses during the researcher-led interviews allowed for complex 

meanings to emerge, enhancing the quality of the research (Stake, 2010). Rather than 

basing findings upon the experiences of just one teacher engaging with a PLN, a wider 

range of viewpoints and insights were drawn from 13 participants. I analysed the cases 

individually, before comparing through cross-case analysis. Through cross-case 

analysis, I considered alternative and contending perspectives, thereby developing 

findings that inform both theory and practice for innovative professional learning.  

I used respondent validation, also known as member checking, to confirm the 

“accuracy, adequacy and fairness of observations, representations and interpretations 

of experience” for each participant (Simons, 2009, p. 131). I achieved this through 

sharing interview transcripts with participants, for their review and response. Using 
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respondent validation was not only an important method of confirming the content of 

the interviews to ensure validity, it also promoted transparency and a participatory 

tone, which I believe enhanced the study and aligned with the spirit of learning through 

a PLN (Bryman, 2016; Nussbaum-Beach & Hall, 2012; Simons, 2009).  

Having demonstrated the rigor of this qualitative study, the next section outlines 

limitations of the study. This includes limitations related to the choice of research 

methods, and the possible impacts of my previous professional experience with PLNs 

on participant responses.  

Limitations of the study 

Although the findings of this study provide evidence and useful theoretical insights for 

innovative professional learning, I recognise that this case study has limitations. This 

study has been dependent upon the selection of teachers who already engage in a PLN 

to enhance their professional learning. Therefore, findings from this study may have 

limited transferability beyond educators who have demonstrated a willingness and 

ability to not only initiate their own professional learning, but to access it using social 

software.  

The lack of participants with limited or unsuccessful use of a PLN is a limitation of 

the study and this aspect would warrant further investigation. I acknowledge that this 

omission could be construed as a bias towards appreciative promotion rather than 

critical examination of PLNs for professional learning. However, the aim of the study 

was to explore the experience of teachers who engage in professional learning through 

PLNs, rather than to evaluate PLNs or identify user problems. Consequently, the 

recruitment criteria and sites intentionally sought participants with current PLN 
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experience. This recruitment strategy responded to the goal of qualitative interpretivist 

case study. Rather than aiming to "find a portion that shows the quality of the whole." 

(Thomas, 2016, p. 63) it explored the in-depth experience of individuals.  

The sample of teachers who I included in this study generally held positions that 

involve the use of digital technology. Of the thirteen participants, four had the words 

‘e-learning’ ‘technology’ or ‘digital’ in their role title, while six were either teacher 

librarians or leading the library and information services department of the school. Of 

the three remaining teachers, only two identified as ‘teacher’ - the final participant 

being the program co-ordinator for primary years. Although all participants held roles 

which involved teaching, it is possible that the high number of those who held roles 

closely associated with technology use could have created a sample not reflective of 

the regular classroom teacher experience. Furthermore, the three participants whom I 

approached for the pilot study also held positions in which technology use is frequent. 

Their presence in my own PLN could have made them feel coerced in their 

participation, although this is less likely as I did not have personal connections with 

any of them. 

 All research participants were experienced or very experienced teachers, with the 

lowest number of years being six and the highest being 41. On average, the teachers 

participating in this research had 22 years’ experience. Therefore, this research does 

not depict the experience of beginning teachers. Findings of this data may be 

influenced by the demographic features of this sample, although the small population 

is not considered a limitation, as the aim of this research is not to draw generalisations, 

but to probe the individual experience to seek better understanding of teachers’ 

experiences of professional learning through PLNs. 
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Research situated in online spaces which attempts to capture and make meaning of the 

experience of those engaging with social technologies within virtual environments is 

a developing field. In this study, semi-structured interviews were the principle method 

used to collect data. It is possible that this method did not adequately capture the 

dynamic and multidimensional experiences possible through engagement with PLNs, 

and this is recognised as a limitation of this research (Gerber, Abrams, Curwood, & 

Magnifico, 2017). While I selected a case study approach because of its flexibility in 

data collection and analysis, I understand that a case study forms a snapshot which is 

fixed in time, and therefore findings may be somewhat limited in their transferability, 

in a landscape which is quickly evolving and changing (Gerber et al., 2017; Simons, 

2009). In the time since data was collected for this study, the landscape of social 

technologies has continued to change. While it was not a goal of the study to identify 

specific tools and platforms used for professional learning through a PLN, it is possible 

that different tools may influence the experience. Recent events including the 2016 US 

Election, the involvement of Facebook in the Cambridge Analytica scandal and the 

implementation of European General Data Protection Regulation may also influence 

the use of social technologies, as limitations on data collection are put in place by users 

and by legislation (Guo, Rohde, & Wu, 2018; Pelly, 2018; Ramírez López, 2018). 

There is also the possibility that individuals may change their attitudes and patterns of 

use as time passes. As tools and platforms change and new ones emerge, the experience 

of professional learning through a PLN could change.  

My own familiarity with PLNs and teacher professional learning is both a limitation 

and a strength of this research. I have maintained a PLN for almost ten years, and have 

written professional articles and presented at several professional conferences 

explaining strategies to develop a PLN. This experience enabled me to conduct the 
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research effectively in a complex digital environment. However, while my work to 

date has been to inform professional practice and has centred on the practical rather 

than theory and research, it is possible that this time spent embedded within the PLN 

may limit my own viewpoints and understandings of other people’s digital 

participation. Therefore, throughout this research process, I consciously sought to 

discover new and creative ways the participants were engaging with their PLNs. I 

presented myself to participants as a researcher without discussing my experiences at 

each interview. While I drew upon my strength as an educator to encourage 

participants to feel confident in sharing their own experiences and understandings, I 

asked them to view me as a fellow learner, rather than as someone with particular 

expertise in the area.  

I sought to minimise the potential for subjectivity through critical reflection. To be 

reflective is “to think about how your actions, values, beliefs, preferences and biases 

influence the research process and outcome” (Simons, 2009, p. 91). Throughout the 

research project, I have continually checked my interpretations to ensure that my own 

preferences and beliefs regarding the value or potential of PLNs for professional 

learning have not influenced the findings. My sincere respect for my peer educators 

has also enabled me to situate myself as a learner, who is eager to understand how 

others experience their PLN. As I consider myself to be an open practitioner who 

continually learns from others, I reflect regularly on the research process and share my 

willingness to accept new insights through my own PLN.  

Ethical considerations 

The qualitative case study approach is intrinsically based upon the development of 

high quality relations with all participants involved in the research (Simons, 2009). In 
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light of this, I aimed to develop an atmosphere of trust, openness and shared 

engagement with learning when interacting with all participants. In designing and 

conducting this research, I was guided not only by my own ethical principles, but also 

the Australian Code for the Responsible Conduct for Research (National Health and 

Medical Research Council, Australian Research Council, & Universities Australia, 

2007). The research was approved by the Human Ethics Advisory Team of QUT, 

which evaluated the study to ensure it met the requirements of the National Statement 

on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. The approval number for this research is 

1700000083. The following section addresses issues of informed consent and 

participant control, confidentiality and anonymization and data security. 

I provided each participant with the QUT-approved participant information sheet, 

which detailed the project purpose and the participant’s expected role within the study 

and the way I would manage all data. This was available on my blog throughout the 

research process at http://www.linkinglearning.com.au/doctoralresearch/. I required 

all participants to provide signed consent prior to their participation in this research. 

The recruitment invitation messages that I posted included a link to the participant 

information sheet. This advised that participation was voluntary, that participants 

could withdraw at any time and that all necessary information was provided to ensure 

participants were comfortable with their consent. I made clear to each participant that 

I would share all transcripts of interviews with them individually, and that this data 

would be accessible only to myself and my research supervisors. I offered participants 

opportunities to edit the interview transcripts, to preserve the democratic and 

participatory nature of the study, and ensure that all participants were satisfied with 

the fairness of their representation (Simons, 2009).  

http://www.linkinglearning.com.au/doctoralresearch/
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All data continues to be treated confidentially, and anonymity of participants is 

maintained by using pseudonyms throughout this research. As social media data is 

potentially re-identifiable, no screenshots or direct transcription of data shared by 

participants on social media have been included in this thesis. I removed any 

potentially identifiable information such as names of schools, blogs or avatar names 

from transcripts. All video and audio recordings will be destroyed upon the completion 

of this project. I have securely stored and managed data according to the QUT Data 

Management Plan, evidence of which is provided in Appendix E. 

Conclusion 

In this chapter I have presented a detailed outline of the methodology for this study, 

including a rationale for the choice of a qualitative collective case study, an overview 

of the research design and execution, and an explanation of the data collection and 

analysis methods which have been implemented. In following three chapters, I will 

introduce the participants, and share findings that emerged through the research 

process outlined above.  
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Chapter 5: Professional learning through PLNs - Individual 
experience 

Introduction 

The data collection and analysis process detailed in the previous chapter gave rise to 

the collective case study findings presented in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. These findings 

respond to the research question: How do teachers experience professional learning 

through personal learning networks? The findings are based on thematic analysis of 

semi-structured interviews, which partially focused on teachers’ PLN maps. The 

findings reflect the experience of 13 practicing teachers, who maintain a PLN, and use 

it to access professional learning opportunities. I present these findings in three parts 

across Chapters 5, 6 and 7, as outlined below.  

Chapter 5 presents the 13 individual cases. It introduces the case study teachers and 

their PLNs and how they each experience professional learning through their PLN. By 

presenting the maps each teacher created to depict their PLNs, I set the context for 

each individual, explaining how each participant teacher experiences professional 

learning in personally relevant and meaningful ways. Chapter 6 offers the teachers’ 

reflections on their experience of PLNs, revealing how they think and feel about PLNs 

for professional learning. Chapter 7 presents cross-case findings about what, how and 

why the teachers learn through PLNs. It describes three kinds of learning experiences 

– namely learning purposefully, learning strategically and learning socially. Here, the 

common ground across the 13 case studies emerges, showing that learning through a 

PLN is a flexible, skilful and collaborative experience. These three findings chapters 

provide an evidence base for the discussion in Chapter 8 where I propose that 

professional learning through PLNs comprises three interconnected levels of 

experience. The PLN experience represents a conceptual shift from professional 
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learning to learning as a connected professional. Learning as a connected professional 

recognises that the PLN offers experiences for teachers to not only grow and develop 

with regards to their classroom practice, which is the focus of much professional 

learning, but also to expand their concept of themselves as learners and teachers, and 

to see themselves as contributors to the wider profession of teaching and the field of 

education. The main content of Chapters 5,6 & 7 is visualised in Figure 5.1.  
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Figure 5.1. Summary of the findings presented in Chapters 5,6 & 7. 
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Vignettes - Elements of individual experience 

A key finding of this research is that a personal learning network is an individual 

creation. Each teacher interviewed gave idiosyncratic verbal insights and visual 

depictions of their PLN. While similarities and common themes existed, and will be 

addressed in Chapter 7, I discovered that the dispositions, contexts and individual 

needs of each teacher shaped their experiences into something that was intensely 

personal. In the following section, I present a short vignette of each participant and the 

map or maps that they created of their PLN. These vignettes demonstrate the elements 

of each individual’s story which differentiates their experience. These elements are 

evident in the descriptors I have devised, based upon their responses, to characterise 

each one, such as time manager or constant explorer. I present the vignettes 

alphabetically by pseudonym with a comparative summary at the end of the chapter. 

Figure 5.2 presents an overview of the vignettes and their descriptors. 

Figure 5.2. Summary of findings presented in Chapter 5. 
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Alex - Experiencing the PLN as a time manager 

Alex is a teacher librarian at a private girls’ school in Queensland, Australia. She has 

17 years’ experience in education and has been in her current role for 13 years.  

Alex experiences her PLN principally as a time manager. She considers the PLN to be 

an important way to remain informed but finds it unwieldy and difficult to harness. 

Constantly seeking new and better ways to manage the PLN, she is always trying to 

find balance between the value gained and the time spent.  

Alex’s map of her PLN is presented in Figure 5.3. At the centre of the map, Alex 

included an image of herself, which I have pixelated to ensure anonymity. When asked 

to describe her PLN map, she explained that “I just created like an ocean, because it 

all sort of floats around like flotsam.” Alex groups her PLN experiences into online 

and offline activities, however she says that she finds “a lot of the different learning 

sources overlap. Because it’s the same people, sometimes. You know some of the 

people personally, and other people you only know in an online manner.” She also 

mentions that she was trying to communicate how she perceives the PLN to be very 

disorganised, although her visual depiction is quite clear and structured.  
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Figure 5.3. Alex's PLN map. 

Alex’s experience of learning through her PLN is dominated by the time she has 

available to her. Even when constructing her PLN map, Alex said that she thought 

“how can I do this the quickest possible way.” She is continually looking for more 

efficient ways to manage her PLN. Alex has tried many strategies to establish a time-

efficient workflow with her PLN, and she says that she constantly filters and culls her 

network in order to stay on top what she perceives as a “mountain of information”.  

Seeking to be an effective time manager, Alex has found that her interactions with her 

PLN fall into two categories. The first occurs during the school term, when time is 

short, and she says she interacts with her PLN in a very purposeful way, seeking 

information and resources from known sources for her immediate needs. Alex 

maintains a small group of contacts, managed using the list feature in Twitter, which 

she often consults when pressed for time. She knows many but not all of these 
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individuals also in an offline capacity. The second category of interaction occurs 

during school holidays, when Alex feels she has more time to devote to her PLN. The 

school holidays allow her to spend more time browsing through what has been shared, 

making serendipitous discoveries and following different tangents. Alex finds it 

difficult to pin down exactly what her PLN is, as “it isn’t one thing and it isn’t one 

group of people. It’s not a set.” 

Despite her frustrations in finding a time efficient method for interacting with her PLN, 

Alex sees her online interactions as one of the best ways of staying up to date and 

informed about changes in her teaching role, and in developing areas such as 

makerspaces. She finds formal professional learning to be too infrequent, and often 

lacking alignment with her personal learning needs. She also sees sharing her work 

publicly as a form of advocacy – on a personal level with her administration team, and 

on a professional level, promoting the role of teacher librarian. The PLN enables this 

advocacy in a time-effective way, as Alex gives the example of how she was able to 

quickly respond to her Principal’s request for a report after attending a conference. She 

says “Well, it was easy for me, because I've got a blog post, with Storify; I actually got 

the slides from one of the speakers; I contacted her via Twitter, she sent me her slides, 

because they weren't available, and so, I've got it all very handy.” Although interacting 

with the PLN takes time, it also offers ways for Alex to save time through the 

affordances of her network.  

Balancing the advantages with the additional time required to engage with a PLN 

remains a challenge for Alex. While she feels that the learning and sharing she engages 

with is essential, she remains selective of her connections, as she seeks to manage her 
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time in the most effective way. Encapsulating the characteristic theme of time 

management, Alex states: 

I think the biggest thing is managing the time. I know that some people 

don't do it [PLN] at all because they say it's too time consuming, but I 

don't think that's the answer either. I think the answer is find a few 

people who really...you're getting something out of, or one or two 

people, and do it that way. 

 
Anna - Experiencing the PLN as a constant explorer 

Anna is a Library Resources Manager who works in a private K-13 school in New 

Zealand. She has five years’ experience in schools and has been in her current role for 

one year. Anna has been developing her PLN for five years, since she took up her first 

position in a school library.  

Anna experiences her PLN as a constant explorer. She values the PLN as a channel of 

new ideas, motivation, validation and inspiration and is continually connecting to learn 

new and different content, pedagogies and technologies. She considers the PLN to be 

a multi-disciplinary network which enriches her role and extends her knowledge 

beyond local and/or formal learning opportunities. As a constant explorer, she gains 

insight into the practice of others and this deepens her understanding of her own role 

and her place within the education profession.  

Anna’s PLN map seen in Figure 5.4 demonstrates her continual sense of activity, with 

the circular arrows around Twitter and Flipboard indicating the cyclical nature of her 

interactions. 
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When mapping her PLN, Anna was surprised to see how “Twitter-centric” her 

exploratory network was. However, upon reflection, she observes that she uses Twitter 

as “my portal…at the centre of everything.” Twitter and Flipboard, a personal 

magazine style curation application through which Twitter can be viewed, are the 

central tools Anna uses to discover new information and learning, to repackage and 

reshare information she has discovered, and to distribute her own content creations. 

Anna says that “no matter what other tools I use, they always come back to Twitter to 

then be redistributed. That diagram looked more like a circle to me, which is sort of 

how I feel I use things.”  

Beginning from a “fairly narrow, literature based focus,” Anna has expanded her 

network beyond the library sector, to include a wide range of educators, as well as 

technology vendors and individuals from the business world. This can be seen in her 

Figure 5.4. Anna's PLN map. 
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PLN map, where Anna lists librarians, educators, commentators, popular culture, 

politics and social action as sources of connection through Twitter, as well as Facebook 

groups and list servs. Anna uses her PLN to overcome the geographic impact of living 

in a small country, and constantly explores connections beyond her local school and 

library colleagues. She “takes the pulse” of local activities through accessing the 

School Library Association of New Zealand list-serv but is “looking more widely all 

the time.” 

As Anna has expanded her PLN, she has found that her exposure to a range of contexts 

shared by other practitioners has broadened her own understanding of her profession. 

She can see “what other people are doing, have they been successful, what has failed, 

what has worked.” This has also given her insight into different school environments, 

and how these environments constrain or enable creative practice. Her continued 

exploration into her teaching role, and how it is enacted by others has led to Anna 

feeling more tolerant of different points of view and empowers her to contribute 

supportive mentorship to others in her network where needed.  

Anna is “fuelled up” every day by her PLN, discovering small things that she can 

implement to change or improve her practice. As well as receiving regular validation 

and feedback on what she contributes, her PLN also provides her with inspiration and 

motivation. Anna’s busy role curtails her involvement in more structured, ongoing 

professional learning, and she notes that relevant conferences in New Zealand are only 

hosted at long intervals. Therefore, being able to constantly explore her PLN for 

information and fresh ideas, and to receive feedback on her own practice suits her 

lifestyle and her desire to stay up to date and regularly refresh her practice.  
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Through the continual seeking of new ideas to innovate her practice, the physical space 

in which she works and the way the library operates, Anna believes that she has raised 

the profile of the school library and has successfully advocated for its value within her 

own school context. “I think if I had been a different type of librarian or educator and 

hadn't got involved in connecting with people online…I would think we'd still be in 

that sort of situation with the school saying do we really need a library?” She sees her 

PLN as an essential aspect of her practice – “I mean I couldn't do what I'm doing now 

without it.” As a constant explorer, the following quote from Anna summarises her 

experience of learning through her PLN: 

Every day, or every few days, or once a week, you're getting new ideas, 

you're connecting with other people, you're getting validation about 

what it is you're doing; it's a bit like getting the pat on the back, you're 

going in the right direction. It just keeps you going, it just sort of keeps 

you fuelled up. 

Charlie - Experiencing the PLN as a self-directed sharer 

Charlie is a teacher and learning area co-ordinator at a private secondary school in 

South Australia. He came to teaching later in his career, and has spent three years in 

his current role, and eight years teaching in total. Charlie experiences the PLN as a 

self-directed sharer. He takes ownership of his own learning inspired by a need to 

know, and a need to share. Charlie seeks to personalise professional learning to meet 

his own perceived interests and needs, as well as his current context and the needs of 

his students. As a self-directed sharer, he sees the PLN as a reflection of the role of the 

teacher, which he believes is to continually build one’s own knowledge and skills, 

while also contributing to the knowledge and skills of others.  
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Charlie’s map of his PLN in Figure 5.5 emphasises the social software that he uses or 

wishes to use. 

 

Figure 5.5. Charlie's PLN map. 

He refers to his PLN in terms of the tools that he uses to personalise his learning, and 

how the tools allow him to distribute and redistribute his learning to the network. In 

the process of mapping his PLN, Charlie observed that the value he placed on different 

platforms changed over time, as he grew in awareness of them and developed his skills 

in using them. He described his PLN map as a live document, which he plans to 

continue to use to chart the development of his PLN. Currently, Charlie makes the 

greatest use of Facebook and Twitter to access and share information and resources. 

Charlie also includes email in his PLN, as it often allows him to make his learning 

public to colleagues who do not use any form of social software. 
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Charlie has been developing his PLN for about twelve months. While guided by 

mentors at his school, his learning has been largely self-directed. Charlie initiated his 

PLN as he was frustrated at a perceived lack of accessible personalised professional 

learning opportunities, noting that “teachers weren’t driving their professional 

learning, it was driven by the curriculum staff or other staff in the school.” The PLN 

enables Charlie’s desire for more control over the direction of his learning, reflecting 

the approach he promotes with his students: “if I believe in that personalised approach 

with my students, then why shouldn’t I be doing it myself?” Using the example of a 

football coach and team, Charlie explains that while the team all play the same game, 

each player requires different skill training for their position. In the same way, Charlie 

believes that teachers should direct their own professional learning, as “you know 

yourself best, so you know generally where you want to go.”  

Sharing is a central action in Charlie’s PLN. His learning is self-directed, motivated 

by “this absolute desire to keep learning, and to push myself to increase my 

knowledge,” and he amplifies this knowledge, by sharing it with others. Charlie has 

noticed that many individuals he interacts with on Twitter are similarly open in their 

practice, and points to particularly well-known educators who share prolifically, and 

have very large Twitter followings. He says “I do have a desire to source information 

or source knowledge that may assist others. So, if I get something, I think immediately, 

who else is this going to benefit? If I develop something, or if I learn something, for 

goodness sake, I’ve got to share it!”  

Having access to an apparently unlimited knowledge base and being part of developing 

this knowledge base through connecting and sharing with others makes Charlie feel 

that “the world really is our oyster.” He uses this capacity to connect with others to 
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inform his pedagogy. As a result of this sharing, his students were highly engaged and 

motivated during a unit where his class networked with a class in a different country. 

Charlie said that creating friendships and working online with other students allowed 

his students to not only to learn content, but also develop a range of digital literacy 

skills and cultural awareness. It was through the connections Charlie made with his 

PLN that this type of learning opportunity was possible, and he expresses the belief 

that when the technology is accessible, there is no excuse for not taking advantage of 

this way of learning. Charlie considers using the tools available to connect and share 

to be a significant aspect of the contemporary role of teachers, to direct their own 

learning, and the learning of their students. Charlie reflects on his experience as a self-

directed sharer when he says: 

I guess there was this desire to develop a more personalised approach 

whereby I could develop my own teaching and learning skills, 

knowledge and the ability to collaborate with others where it would 

maximise the benefit of learning and sharing the resources…you're 

trying to assess what benefits you, how can you work better, how can 

you learn better, for the benefit of helping others and sharing with 

others. 

 

Chris - Experiencing the PLN as a pioneering change agent  

Chris works in an international primary school in Russia, where she is a technology 

integrationist. She has thirteen years’ experience in education and has spent five of 

these holding integrationist roles across Europe. Chris experiences her PLN as a 

pioneering change agent. She embraces change and enjoys engaging with the fast 

moving and dynamic flow of information. As a pioneer, Chris creates new solutions 
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by remixing concepts she finds through her PLN and solves problems through a 

combination of research and direct requests for assistance. Working with new 

technologies, Chris finds that formal or traditional methods of professional learning 

do not always move fast enough to meet her current needs, and therefore she engages 

with diverse connections who are also be working at the cutting edge of educational 

technology integration. Chris depicts her PLN map in a series of tables as seen in 

Figure 5.6.  

 

Figure 5.6. Chris's PLN map. 
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These tables describe the different social software tools she uses as well as some of 

the individuals she interacts with within and beyond her own school. This was the first 

time that Chris had ever considered the structure of her PLN, and its diversity surprised 

her. She says that she had “never really considered how it all connected, or what I 

use...it all has just kind of grown organically.” Chris uses the social software tools in 

her PLN to manage and update her knowledge of current technology trends. She also 

builds connections with others who are working in similar roles, to seek advice and 

inspiration as she implements new technologies and maintains changing applications 

and hardware.  

Chris states that she is addicted to discovery, her network providing her with new ideas 

daily. She says that her PLN “helps me to grow and continue to learn. It’s my food.” 

Being nourished by a constant flow of information, Chris takes what she discovers and 

re-contextualises it for her own purposes. She relates that she finds many teaching 

strategies and lesson ideas pitched at secondary students, and draws upon their 

inspiration, seizing the core learning and interpreting this for primary aged students. 

The PLN also provides a knowledge base which she researches, to resolve issues or to 

find supporting data for suggestions she pitches to teachers and administration.  

Similar to other participants, Chris found that her PLN developed in response to the 

fact that there was no one else in her school who held a role like hers. She pointed out 

that being a technology integrationist means initiating new ways of working and 

learning, with new devices and technologies. In this way, she is a pioneering change 

agent, pushing the boundaries of what has always been done and supporting teachers 

through this change. She recounted a story about when iPads were newly introduced, 

and she was struggling to understand how they might be successfully implemented 
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within her school. When it was suggested that surely there were others who had solved 

similar problems previously, she realised: “There are no experts! Nobody knows what 

they’re doing! We’re all just like fish, flopping around, trying to figure out how to get 

back into the water.” Being able to connect widely with other pioneers who were in 

similar situations offered her “the chance to flop around with people who are doing the 

same thing. To sort out some of the issues.”  

For Chris, connecting with others online was the only option to learn about this new 

area, as formal professional learning opportunities were all but non-existent. Finding 

those working in similar positions all over the world was the most effective way to 

discover what others were doing, what strategies had been successful, what had failed, 

and what was coming over the horizon. Chris finds the constant change and dynamic 

nature of technology suit the way she thinks and works. As a change agent, the 

challenge of Chris’ role is to assist other teachers who may struggle with what she 

describes as the “out of control chaos” of technological change- “to manage that 

change pace with teachers.” Chris embraces change within her role, saying “part of 

my role and part of my job is so ever-changing, never static, that it works for me in a 

lot of ways. It speaks to me, speaks to the way my brain works, that tech is all over the 

place…never anything the same for two weeks in a row.” 

Working within a context of ongoing change, her PLN is the central source of Chris’s 

learning. She considers it one of the best ways to stay up to date and relevant. 

Reflecting upon the rate of change she experiences within her context, she is concerned 

that those who do not embrace learning in this way will be left behind. Chris says that 

as a pioneering change agent, her PLN is an important part of her professional learning 

approach. She says: 
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I really think that PLNs are becoming more and more impossible not to 

have. I think as a professional educator I don’t see how you can function 

effectively and grow well without one. My PLN challenges me with 

new ideas, on a daily basis. It drives me to focus on new paths, it drives 

me to test, trial and experiment. It gives me knowledge and validation, 

to debate with and it helps me to grow and continue to learn. It's my 

'food'. 

 

Evan - Experiencing the PLN as a global connectivist 

Evan is an educational technology and high school co-ordinator of virtual (online) 

projects, who has been in her current role for seven years. She has thirteen years’ 

experience in education and works in an international school in Switzerland. Evan 

experiences her PLN as a global connectivist. She is aware of, and intentionally 

implements a range of strategies to leverage her diverse, global network to create new 

knowledge. Evan participates within her PLN by interacting with others and sharing 

content that she has evaluated and considers to be of high quality. She will create and 

share content she has created herself only if she believes it adds value to the network. 

Evan is familiar with the theories of connectivism and connected learning, and she 

says that she believes that knowledge is situated within the network, and that her own 

limited cognition may be amplified through diverse connections. For Evan, it is not 

what she knows, but what knowledge she can access through her network, and how 

she uses this knowledge to the benefit of others.  

Evan’s map of her PLN, as seen in Figure 5.7 is under laid with a world map, which 

she says expresses her consistent interactions with individuals across different time 

zones. She feels as though the world map underlay is necessary to describe her “quite 
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global perspective…if I was only interacting with people in one time zone, maybe in 

one office or one school, then I don’t think I would probably embrace connectivism as 

much as I do.” This view of connectivism flavours Evan’s teaching and learning. Thus, 

she explains that through her connections, she feels able to construct personal 

knowledge, while also elevating collective knowledge: “it’s that collective brain, with 

less and less barriers.” Evan also encourages her students to tap into the collective 

brain, challenging them to connect with individuals from different locations to support 

their research. 

Figure 5.7. Evan's PLN map. 

Evan placed an image of her brain in the centre of her PLN map, to signify that her 

interactions with her PLN generally begin with what she is thinking about. She sees 

her learning interests and needs as the drivers of her global, 24/7 network, where her 

own capacities are amplified through her ability to connect with others anytime and 

anywhere. The size of the brain being quite small in comparison with the wi-fi symbol 



168 
 

which overlays the map is intentional, demonstrating the ubiquitous connectivity 

which also influences Evan’s experiences of learning through her PLN. As her location 

in Switzerland has excellent broadband connectivity, she feels as though she has 

unlimited capacity to learn.  

Also featured in Evan’s PLN map is the impact of time zones on her synchronous and 

asynchronous interactions. She says that “the conversation just jumps and starts in 

Europe right on the tail end of where it left off in the United States.” She also observes 

that cultural differences influence how people share and interact through their 

networks: “in different schools in Asia…I find that community is quite open to sharing, 

where Europe might be culturally a little bit more closed.” Thus, Evan’s interactions 

are shaped temporally, culturally and geographically.  

Evan finds that her PLN allows her to connect with individuals with similar 

educational interests, who are working on similar educational projects no matter where 

they are in the world. Learning through her PLN is second nature, something she does 

often, and without thought. She uses a wide range of social software to meet her 

learning needs and connects broadly to gather a rich range of perspectives. Her PLN 

informs her own thinking, and she believes that this connectivist approach to learning 

is also something that her students should be adopting: “when I’m trying to explain 

something…I will be loading it with who is informing my opinion…I feel like that’s 

exactly the way in which I expect students or others to relate to me now in the 

educational space. If they’re learning in contemporary ways.” Evan’s experience of 

her PLN as a global connectivist leads her to reflect that: 

We can find ourselves as being kind of on islands, but we're doing 

similar work in alike schools all around the world. And so, to be able to 
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be connected, is really kind of the glue that holds us all being able to 

build on knowledge together. We're co-constructing our understanding 

more than we ever could if we weren't connected is the way. 

 
Jas - Experiencing the PLN as an evolved connector 

Jas is an experienced educator, with a teaching career spanning over twenty years. For 

the past three years, she has held the role of Head of Technology at a large private 

college in Victoria, Australia. Jas experiences her PLN as an evolved connector. She 

has been connecting with others through her PLN for over ten years and has observed 

how her interactions and perceptions of her PLN have changed and developed over 

this time. The evolution of her network has reflected the evolution of her career and 

personal growth. As an evolved connector, Jas is an early adopter of new technologies, 

including those associated with her PLN, and she has witnessed change over time as 

an increasing number of individuals interact through social software platforms. In 

response, Jas has become more selective of whom she connects with but continues to 

value the learning and career development opportunities her PLN affords.  

Jas’s PLN map, as depicted in Figure 5.8 is simple, and she observes that the map may 

look quite different now to how she would have originally depicted it during the early 

years of her network development. Just as Jas evolves within her role, so too does her 

PLN evolve to meet her changing needs. Jas reflects that books and journals, as well 

as face to face connections have a growing importance, as she seeks a level of depth 

she finds less commonly through online information and contacts. She also comments 

that her blog has decreased in importance as her current role has become more time 

consuming but observes that the role Twitter plays in her PLN remains important, as 

it is her “most vital network…the easiest most accessible network.” Through Twitter, 



170 
 

Jas engages with an eclectic network which extends beyond education, to include 

people working in software development, futures, research and leaders in business. It 

is from Twitter that Jas discovers most new information, which she curates using a 

range of tools including Diigo, Pocket and Storify. Jas places herself in the centre of 

her PLN and has a sense of ownership of this network – “that network is my network, 

I've curated it, I've built that space for me, and what I do in that space is my thing.” 

 

Figure 5.8. Jas's PLN map. 

When considering her PLN, Jas says that she sees herself as an “evolved creature in 

these spaces.” Jas has observed how her interactions with her PLN have changed over 

the years. In the early years, Jas was highly immersed within her network. She 

describes this time as “frenetic,” and says that it was like she was “on a mission” to 

convince people of the value and potential of interacting widely using social software. 

She says that she found interacting with her PLN to be “mesmerising, exciting and 

fun” and she felt “enriched by the experience.” Jas’s need and desire to continually 



171 
 

learn and explore new areas associated with technology and education drives her 

interactions, however now she seeks greater balance between online and offline 

connections and relationships. She is more selective as to who she includes within her 

network, and she has observed how her network has changed as her professional 

interests and professional roles have changed over the years.  

Jas says that developing and interacting with her PLN has been “a big investment…it’s 

taken a lot of time.” As her interactions have evolved, her experiences have “changed 

everything about how I think as an educator.” Through her PLN, Jas claims to have 

experienced personal growth, and growth in her expertise and ability to scan the 

environment for changes and trends. It also enables her to demonstrate accountability 

and transparency. Her interactions through her PLN have created “a long tail of 

evidence of the things I’ve been interested and involved in and things I did that will 

give (you) a picture on who I am as an educator.” Jas says she owes her PLN for 

enabling opportunities to speak at conferences, present overseas and her online profile 

resulted in her appointment to her current position.  

Just as Jas has noted that her connections have changed over time, she also comments 

on how she thinks that the value of interacting and keeping up to date via PLNs has 

grown and evolved. Jas suggests that the use of learning management systems and 

other technologies have increased accountability for teachers, and ongoing 

professional learning is no longer negotiable. However, Jas indicates that the 

anywhere, anytime learning offered by a PLN may not appeal to all teachers, 

particularly those who see teaching as a job, rather than a passion. She acknowledges 

that “in terms of my interests, it’s all about my job. Because that’s the person I am. 

That’s the teacher I am. But I’m different to a lot of teachers.” Despite this observation, 
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Jas thinks it will become increasingly difficult for those who are not connected through 

a PLN to maintain the currency needed as teaching roles continue to evolve.  

Jas reflects on her evolving experiences of her PLN and advises that teachers consider 

engaging with a PLN to: 

Be part of something that can actually help you grow as an educator. 

Understand the time it might take you to be involved in that space. It 

does take time. It's not going to happen immediately. But also 

persevere. You can't be on Twitter for one month I think and think that 

that's what it is. You actually have to be there a bit longer to actually 

understand the importance of it. And to actually understand how 

significant it can be in your growth as a teacher. You have to invest in 

it to understand how it can change many things for you. 

Jo - Experiencing the PLN as a passionate learner  

Jo has been working in education for over 40 years and is currently a Teacher Librarian 

at a private K-12 school in Queensland. She has held this role for the past seven years. 

Jo experiences her PLN as a passionate learner. Driven by her love of teaching and 

learning, Jo credits her PLN as a source of inspiration, which has kept her interest and 

engagement with education alive through the later years of her career. Jo embraces the 

flexibility and accessibility of the PLN and appreciates having the opportunity to 

engage with areas of interest, which are sometimes different from other practitioners 

within her context. As a passionate learner, Jo thinks of her PLN as “part of who I am 

and what I enjoy doing.”  

Jo has mapped her PLN to depict not only connections created through social software, 

but also connections from her school, her personal friends who are teachers and 
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colleagues at the University where she lectures in Education. This can be seen in Figure 

5.9. Jo sees overlap within these groups but considers herself to be the central 

connecting hub. From these different sources, Jo stays up to date, accessing 

information and resources and discovering ideas which inspire further learning: “if I’m 

interested, I’ll dig deeper into it.” Jo distributes what she learns, through Twitter, 

Facebook and Pinterest and uses her blog and Facebook page to publish her latest 

teaching projects and formal professional learning experiences. Sharing her work 

publicly allows others to offer feedback, which creates another opportunity to learn, 

and helps her further develop her network. 

 

Figure 5.9. Jo's PLN map. 

Uni 
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For Jo, the flexibility of being able to connect with her PLN at the times and places 

she wishes is a major drawcard of this type of informal learning. Observing that the 

structure and top down approach often associated with formal professional learning 

does not appeal to her, Jo enjoys being able to choose her own professional learning 

according to her interests and passions. As a passionate learner, Jo spends a lot of time 

interacting with her PLN but finds that it is less disruptive than formal learning 

opportunities because she can fit it around her own schedule. Jo also enjoys being able 

to learn from people all over the world, as she has found that not many of her local 

schools are working in the same ways as she is. Through her PLN, she is more able to 

find those educators who have similar professional interests and a passion for learning. 

Jo observes that increased high stakes testing and scrutiny from society has raised new 

challenges in teaching. She believes that the connections within a PLN are important 

to provide teachers with a support network as: “you also realise what you're doing, 

there are others that are doing similar, or what you're failing in, they are also failing in 

it, and you can share and build and grow from that.” This support network helps keep 

her passion for learning alive. She encourages younger teachers to make their practice 

public, and to build networks with others beyond their own context, so that they can 

develop confidence and grow as professionals. As a passionate learner, Jo says: 

I have learnt so much myself in the last few years through being 

involved, and if an old chook like me can do it, I’m sure all these 

wonderful young people should be doing it! 

Leanne - Experiencing the PLN as an active participant 

Leanne is a teacher librarian at a senior secondary public school in Australian Capital 

Territory. She has been working in education for 23 years and has held her current role 
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for four years. Leanne experiences her PLN as an active participant who enjoys taking 

the initiative for her professional learning. She pushes the boundaries beyond her local 

context, as she interacts with others who also have a love of learning and similar 

professional interests. Through sharing content, offering feedback and mentoring 

others within the PLN, Leanne grows in confidence and develops a sense of who she 

is as a professional. As an active participant within her PLN, Leanne embraces the 

active and fast moving flow of information and has established strategies that enable 

her to manage this information, and to step away if it becomes overwhelming.  

When designing her PLN map, seen in Figure 5.10, Leanne found it challenging to 

capture the overlapping and interrelated nature of her PLN, which spans different areas 

of interest including teacher librarianship, educational technology, educational 

leadership and mentorship of others. Describing her PLN in very active terms, Leanne 

says she subconsciously “juggles all these balls” within her network. Participating 

across different areas of interest means that she places herself in the centre of her PLN, 

“while it rotates around my head.”  
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Figure 5.10. Leanne's PLN map. 

Leanne used a mixture of bubbles and arrows to depict her PLN map, explaining that 

“the bubbles represent the main reasons why I look for professional learning, and then, 

the lines off it are the ways that I interact for those particular areas of my interest.” 

This is why certain social software tools, such as Twitter, RSS feeds and email list-

servs appear in several places around Leanne’s map, as she uses these tools in different 

ways to interact with different groups according to different interests. Leanne also 

observed that the process of mapping her PLN was interesting, enabling her to realise 

how broad her PLN is, and how well connected she is to others. She said that she 

planned to use this map as a reporting tool to her Principal, to demonstrate how active 

her professional learning was, and how she participated in many areas related to her 

school’s strategic goals.  
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Leanne believes that actively participating with others through her PLN has allowed 

her to extend her knowledge beyond what others in her field possess. This sometimes 

causes her frustration, particularly when others who hold similar roles show little 

interest in innovation or change. Because of this, Leanne says “my PLN is really 

precious, because it allows me to push those boundaries and to challenge my 

professional learning.” She enjoys being able to share and collaborate to improve 

pedagogy, and the constant challenge of being presented with a wide range of ideas 

and perspectives. She says that initially it was “painstakingly hard to share with 

others…I was overthinking it.” However, she has grown in confidence, and surprised 

herself: “now I’m sharing stuff, I’m owning it, and I’m going it’s not so bad, and 

people think it’s kind of cool.” 

Leanne uses a range of social software tools to have information pushed directly to 

her, so she can quickly keep up to date. She prefers these tools to email which is 

“almost not fast enough anymore.” While she describes herself as an avid learner who 

wants to “read all the things”, being an active participant of her PLN can sometimes 

cause feelings of “infowhelm”, the word she uses to describe the main disadvantage 

of her PLN. To deal with infowhelm, Leanne has identified three different modes of 

interaction with her PLN – “serendipitous” discovery, “focused” searching, and 

checking in, but knowing when to “walk away”. She chooses these strategies 

depending upon her learning purpose and the amount of time she has available. These 

strategies help her deal with what she sees as the relentless, 24/7 nature of her network. 

She also places boundaries on her interactions, giving herself permission to step away 

or vary her levels of participation as needed. 
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Leanne says “you can’t sit and wait for it to jump on you and say follow me! You’ve 

got to explore your options and then jump in and just have a go.” Even after 23 years 

as a teacher librarian, Leanne is surprised by different perspectives, and finds that by 

considering others’ opinions, she is able to reflect on her own practice: “it’s 

professional learning both ways.” As an active participant across a range of social 

software platforms, Leanne finds that taking the initiative to create connections with 

others has led her to rich learning opportunities that she hadn’t even planned for, 

saying: “you don’t know what you don’t know!” When considering her experience as 

an active participant, Leanne says of her PLN: 

This is how we can interact with each other, this is how we can improve 

our pedagogy, this is how we can take it from here to here...it just pushes 

me to keep learning. It forces me not to be static, because, if you become 

static, it becomes boring. 

 
Lou - Experiencing the PLN as a linear linker 

 

Lou is a teacher librarian who has worked for the past four years in this role at a public 

high school in New South Wales, Australia. She has 27 years of experience in 

education, approximately half of which has been as a teacher, and half as a teacher 

librarian. Lou experiences her PLN as a linear linker. She maintains most of her 

interaction within her own working context, with the majority of her communication 

occurring through a local email list-serv. This closed environment has some similarity 

to open social software platforms, but it narrows communications to those who work 

within the same system. As a linear linker, Lou views the interactive capacity of social 

software as an avenue for day to day problem solving and as a source of information 

and content. Her exchanges are linear, usually directed toward sharing or seeking 
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specific advice rather than complex dialogue. Operating her PLN on a mostly technical 

level, Lou has a clear delineation between her personal and professional interests, and 

therefore participates minimally beyond the walled garden of her educational system.  

Lou's PLN map in Figure 5.11, demonstrates the importance of different branches of 

her PLN through their proximity to the centre. It shows that the Department of 

Education (DOE) is where Lou spends most of her time interacting, using the corporate 

network platform Yammer, the departmental email list-serve and direct emails to 

colleagues. Lou’s engagement with the list-serv and the Yammer network is mostly 

associated with the resolution of day-to-day issues, regarding technology, policy issues 

or the use of different teaching resources. These communications are quite linear, in 

the form of questions and answers. 

Figure 5.11. Lou's PLN map. 
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Beyond her own working context, Lou maintains links to several other social software 

platforms. These links are linear as they do not create a great deal of interaction, as she 

generally uses them to seek out or manage learning resources. For example, Lou uses 

Goodreads and LibraryThing to manage reviews of books within her library collection, 

and Pinterest to discover and curate ideas or images of library displays, as well as other 

topics of interest. She has very little if any interaction with the larger community via 

these channels. Lou also maintains a blog but uses this more as a space for reflection 

rather than as a way of sharing publicly with others. Specific affordances of this 

software, such as being able to easily link to and embed other online resources, and 

the capacity to store information for later access draws Lou to these platforms, rather 

than their ability to connect her with others or to provide an avenue to share more 

widely. 

Lou prefers using email list-servs and is also a member of several list-servs that extend 

beyond the Department of Education. She appreciates the clearly defined two-way 

dialogue and finds the content to be easier to search retrospectively. Although she says 

that other social software such as Facebook may be quicker, and more conducive to 

synchronous conversation, she finds the accessibility of email within the school 

environment and the linear nature of email suits her learning needs.  

Lou observes that “in terms of a personal learning network, there’s probably a Bloom’s 

taxonomy type hierarchy…and I am not up the top…I am definitely not. You know, I 

could say I was barely above the bottom in actual fact of developing one.” One of the 

reasons Lou suggests that she has spent less time developing her PLN is that she 

considers herself to be not only a teacher librarian, but an individual who maintains a 

separate, personal online presence. She states that “I don’t want all my online 
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interaction to be all related to my job.” Maintaining linear links which specifically 

relate to her immediate, day to day learning needs is how Lou chooses to take 

advantage of the capacity to connect, and this informs the way her PLN has developed. 

Lou’s experience as a linear linker leads her to reflect that: 

A lot of it (interaction) is in that ghetto of the department, and, a lot of 

what I do that's outside, it's really me...there is some interaction, but 

there's not a whole lot of interaction, it's more me getting things, or 

finding things, and using it personally rather than much of a two-way 

street. 

 
Maryanne - Experiencing the PLN as an online extrovert  

Maryanne is a high school E-Learning Coach and Technology Integrator in China. 

During her 23 years of teaching, she has held multiple roles across different countries, 

and has been in her current role for nine years. Maryanne experiences her PLN as an 

online extrovert, seeing people and relationships as central to her learning. This results 

in a PLN with blurred boundaries, as Maryanne interacts with individuals across 

multiple online tools and between online and offline learning experiences. As an online 

extrovert Maryanne takes advantage of the affordances of a range of social software 

platforms, sharing publicly, but moving into private or semi-private channels when 

needed. Maryanne moves across these blurred boundaries, depending upon her own 

learning needs and the learning needs of others.  

Maryanne observes that maintaining a PLN is similar to a hosting a successful cocktail 

party – “you eat a little, share a little and introduce a little.” When asked to define how 

she develops her PLN, Maryanne states “I've got 3 Cs. Be a creator, a consumer and a 

connector.” She acknowledges that these roles require a level of risk taking, and 
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Maryanne suggests that much of her interaction involves her knowledge of “how to be 

an extrovert online.” Maryanne sketched her PLN map as a series of simple mind 

maps, describing how she sees her PLN at that point in time. Maryanne says her PLN 

is constantly changing, and she pointed out that “this is a snapshot of March, ok, this 

will be different in April, or May.” Her map can be seen in Figure 5.12. 

Figure 5.12. Maryanne's PLN map part 1. 

 In the top left-hand corner, Maryanne broke her PLN down into three sectors, which 

she names tribes, personal board and tools. Maryanne uses the term tribes to describe 

different clusters of individuals within her network. These tribes derive from different 

sectors that she regularly interacts with, including her school, an international 

conference organisation she is involved with and her formal university study. Although 

these tribes consist of individuals drawn from broad geographic and disciplinary areas, 

there are many points of overlap. The second feature of Maryanne’s PLN is her 

“personal board.” The personal board are individuals with whom Maryanne has strong, 

reciprocal relationships. She connects with these members of her PLN to “have more 
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private conversations, where people might push you in your learning and your 

thinking, but they wouldn't do it publicly, because it wouldn't look good.” The private 

spaces within the public PLN provide what Maryanne considers to be 

“an extremely important part of your learning network” offering opportunities for 

coaching and mentoring.  

Maryanne observes that there is significant blurring of boundaries, as she connects 

with others in online and offline capacities, through formal and informal learning 

opportunities, and across a wide range of tools. These tools include Twitter, Facebook, 

Skype, Google Hangouts and WeChat. With the focus on interactions and 

relationships, Maryanne chooses tools that enable communication with others, either 

publicly or privately. Maryanne interacts through public, semi-private and private 

channels available in social software, taking advantages of the affordances of each 

platform depending upon the type of learning that is happening. Further blurring of 

boundaries occurs when some private messenger conversations merge into semi-

private group discussions, the outcomes of which are made public through Twitter. 

Other communications remain private.  

In a separate part of her map, Maryanne includes her blog, which she says is one of 

the ways she contributes to her PLN. Using this combination of tools enables 

Maryanne to fulfil the three roles she perceives as key to her PLN – to create, consume 

and connect. Balancing the roles of creating, consuming and connecting is not easy, 

and Maryanne likens it to “learning a whole new language.” Along with the new 

language is a culture, with etiquette and social mores which must be learned. As an 

online extrovert, Maryanne says she realises that she has a responsibility to model 

positive behaviours, and she does so by following a few personal guidelines. These 
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guidelines form the second part of her PLN map, seen in Figure 5.13. The guidelines 

or “rules” include keeping her online presence free of political discussion, assuming 

best intentions unless proven otherwise and investing in her network through 

reciprocity. These guidelines help form the culture within Maryanne’s PLN, and she 

says that she recognises that becoming familiar with the different cultural practices is 

a skill she has developed through her experiences living internationally. This combined 

with her online extraversion have helped her to develop the large network she connects 

with each day.  

Figure 5.13. Maryanne's PLN map part 2. 

For Maryanne, people and relationships are key to the learning she experiences 

through her PLN. Being an online extrovert, she takes the time when she can to “stop 

and have that banter…it's really important that you…continue the conversation.” 

Learning through a PLN, Maryanne explains, is often a matter of “going beyond” the 

initial content, using connections to explore more deeply. Taking advantage of the 

affordances of social software, Maryanne connects with the author or creator of the 

content directly or participates in further discussion through commenting. Maryanne 
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also comments that she is aware of how connections can create echo chambers, and 

she implements strategies to evaluate the reliability of information she discovers. 

Maryanne’s credits her online extraversion and her capacity to create and maintain 

meaningful connections for her capacity to go beyond surface level learning in her 

PLN. Maryanne sees learning through her network as an amazing experience, which 

broadens her perspectives and enriches and deepens her formal learning, and says: 

 I think it is about people - it’s a culture. Being a risk taker and putting 

yourself out there, and you know, who knows what you might need. 

How to be an extrovert online, I think that probably what a lot of it is, 

and I think a lot of introverted people can do that. 

 
Morgan - Experiencing the PLN as a rural networker 

Morgan is the Head of Information Services at a private school which teaches students 

from the Early Years to Year 12. The school is in a rural region within Victoria, 

Australia. Morgan also teaches Senior Secondary History. As a rural networker, 

Morgan takes advantage of her PLN to overcome geographical isolation. She connects 

with others to seek advice, ask questions and check her perceptions.  

Morgan presents her PLN map, seen in Figure 5.14, using a chronological approach. 

This highlights her long history of connecting with others to support her learning, 

beginning with email list-serves in 1995, and progressing to include her formal studies 

and associations with professional organisations as well as the growing inclusion of 

social software tools from 2009 and onwards. Morgan places Twitter in the centre of 

her map, as she considers it central to her PLN. Twitter not only meets her learning 

needs, but also requires less bandwidth than other social media platforms. While 

school internet access is quite reliable, at her rural home access has not been as strong. 
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Thus, with its lower bandwidth requirements, Twitter has become her tool of choice. 

Twitter access is also flexible across a range of devices, and Morgan finds that she can 

use the Twitter App on her phone to gather information and curate resources during 

the long periods she spends as passenger travelling out to her farm.  

Figure 5.14. Morgan's PLN map. 

Working in a rural location, and holding unique roles in her school, Morgan uses her 

PLN to overcome her feelings of professional isolation. She considers her PLN to be 

“my people…my tribe.” Morgan experiences her PLN as a rural networker, using 

“social media to share, learn, collect, curate and experiment” through a range of social 

software platforms.  

As a rural networker, Morgan has limited opportunity to physically meet with 

colleagues who hold a similar role to her. Therefore, she uses her PLN as a “sounding 

board…to test my perceptions, or challenge perceptions about how things are done.” 

She gathers feedback from across her network when making decisions, to understand 

the ramifications of all the options, and seeks advice from those who have more or 

different experiences to her own. Morgan also finds that her PLN offers an array of 
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resources that she can implement or adapt to suit her own teaching context, and she 

happily contributes what she has used in her own teaching in return, saying: 

I don't understand people who are uncomfortable with that level of 

sharing. Because from my perspective, I could give you everything, I 

could hand you my whole One Note notebook with all my lessons in it. 

You're not me, so you would present it differently, and your kids are 

not my kids, and so they might not do what my kids would do with what 

I prepare, so I've got nothing to lose. 

It is participation in dialogue and sharing with others that marks Morgan’s learning 

through the PLN as different to other types of learning. She says those who just follow 

people on social networks and don’t contribute “are not really involved in a 

conversation...and so if you take it back to its basics, you're not doing anything 

different to if I hand you a written book, and you take it away and read it.” Morgan 

finds dialogue helpful to clarify her thinking, and to expose misunderstandings and 

misconceptions.  

Morgan finds her interactions with her PLN to be “very uplifting and affirming.” She 

says that not only does her PLN keep her up to date with changes in her discipline, she 

also finds inspiration and support from her connections. She feels that this is important, 

particularly in rural locations where individuals may feel quite isolated. Morgan says 

it is the size and quality of her network that creates greater opportunities for reciprocity 

and support. Morgan’s experience of her PLN as a rural networker is summed up when 

she says: 
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It doesn't matter if it's first thing in the morning, or late in the evening, 

if I've got a question, or a worry…there'll be someone who can offer me 

something back. When I'm going to bed there's people on the other side 

of the world just getting up and getting going. So, you never have that 

sense of being isolated. Which I think sometimes in the country you can 

have. 

 
Sean - Experiencing the PLN as a genuine influencer 

Sean works as the Digital Advisor: Teaching and Learning at a secondary independent 

school in South Australia. He has thirty-seven years’ experience in education, largely 

teaching secondary Ancient History, and has recently undertaken this new role as 

digital advisor. Sean experiences his PLN as a genuine influencer. Sean is aware of the 

fact that he has an audience within his PLN and has developed strategies to ensure his 

reputation reflects his professional beliefs and values. As an individual with a high 

profile on various social software platforms, as a genuine influencer Sean continues to 

use his connections for his own learning, but also generates content and distributes this 

to others. He understands that his investment in his PLN has led to many opportunities 

which enhance his own career and contributes to the teaching profession.  

Sean’s PLN map, seen in Figure 5.15 reflects two aspects of his experience – as a 

learner and as a contributor or “genuine influencer” of others’ learning, through 

curating and sharing content. Sean considers Twitter to be “at the very centre” of his 

network, and although he has over 5000 followers, he recognises that it is a much 

smaller number, between 200-300 that he considers his “inner circle”, who he connects 

with across multiple platforms, including Facebook, LinkedIn and Google Plus. Sean 

also loves creating new learning resources and curated collections using tools such as 
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Piktochart, Pinterest, YouTube and his personal blog. He publishes these, along with 

other content he considers to be useful via Twitter. Generating and sharing his own 

ideas, as well as interaction and reciprocity has allowed Sean to raise his profile within 

his PLN to the point where he says, “I’ve realised sort of the last twelve months or so, 

that I’m a genuine influencer.” 

Figure 5.15. Sean's PLN map. 

Sean’s open approach to his PLN, and active presence contributing via Twitter has led 

to professional opportunities he believes would not have otherwise been available to 

him. He credits his online presence for being invited to speak at various conferences, 

write articles for national magazines and was recently approached to appear on 

television. Through these experiences, he is able to expand his own learning but also 

influence the learning of others. He also says his PLN is indirectly responsible for his 

most recent job appointment: “they knew who I was, and I walked through the door 

for the interview, and they basically said, ‘you’re the person we want’.” Sean 

recognises that he has invested a lot of time in developing his PLN but feels that the 

professional opportunities and capacity to stay up to date with engaging and innovative 

developments in education has made the investment worthwhile. 
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Sean says that being able to ignore his physical location means he is not confined by 

the walls of his classroom, and he applies this to his pedagogy also, creating learning 

opportunities for his students that involve connecting with subject matter experts via 

Skype and Twitter. He has also established historical role plays for students to re-enact 

and live-tweet events such as the fall of Pompeii. Sharing his practice publicly in this 

way contributes to Sean’s reputation as an innovative teacher, and after teaching these 

units, he receives further invitations to present and publish his work, thus extending 

his influence and enabling him to share his expertise further.  

Sean’s level of influence on others’ practice was confirmed for him after presenting at 

a conference. After his session, he was approached by an audience member, who said 

“it’s great to meet you – I’m a fan! I always read your stuff on Twitter, and I’ve used 

some of your ideas.” Sean has also noticed that local universities and international 

bloggers have included his Twitter handle in lists of Twitter educational accounts to 

follow, leading to jumps in his follower numbers. He reflects that his inclusion in these 

lists may be due to the reputation he has crafted online: “I guess in the end it all comes 

back to making sure people see you as real, as genuine, as a sharer, as someone who 

they can quite happily direct questions to.” Being authentic and transparent in his 

actions is important to Sean, and he says that this contributes to his reputation. For 

example, when Sean remixes or repurposes work that has been shared by others, he 

acknowledges the original source: “I think that whenever you do that, people will see 

you as a genuine part of the network. That you’re not just there to steal ideas.” Sean 

says his PLN is an essential tool to remain “relevant,” and he consciously tries to be 

an authentic, genuine and a positive influence for those with whom he connects. As a 

genuine influence, Sean reflects on his experience learning through his PLN by saying: 
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First up I tended to go to my PLN with questions, now they come to 

me. That's one of the things that changes. You become the centre of 

someone else's network...they then start to follow the people that you 

follow, and so it goes on. 

 
Stell - Experiencing the PLN as a people person 

Stell is an International Baccalaureate Primary Years’ Programme co-ordinator at an 

international school in Vietnam. He has been teaching for fourteen years and has spent 

the last four years in his current role. Similar to an online extrovert, Stell experiences 

his PLN as a people person. He values relationships and people as the most important 

aspect of his PLN, and he connects with them both online and offline depending upon 

the context. He sees his PLN as a way of connecting with like-minded teachers who 

offer support and challenge to continue to extend his practice to become exemplary.  

Stell has been interacting with his PLN for the past nine years, largely through Twitter, 

although he also blogs, and has recently begun creating podcasts with colleagues to 

share further. Stell says that Twitter has “completely revolutionized the way that I 

work.” His PLN is extensive, and he interacts with individuals from all over the globe 

regularly.  

As a people person, Stell describes his PLN as “narrative based, it’s personality based.” 

This is evident in Stell’s PLN maps, depicted in Figure 5.16 and Figure 5.17. His maps 

do not feature any social software but are constructed of the names of individuals. He 

described the process of constructing the visualisation of his PLN as autobiographical, 

“like a timeline…a really nice way to recollect what I was doing with my life at the 

time, and who I connected with, and why we clicked.” Stell tells many stories of the 
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people he has learnt from and the opportunities he has experienced, while making 

almost no reference to technology at all.  

The first of Stell’s PLN maps, Figure 5.16, depicts those whom he believes have 

played a key role in his professional development and who continue to contribute to 

his learning. Stell has met many of the people he has met online in real life, and vice 

versa. His connections in the first map are largely bi-directional– he comments on and 

shares others’ work, while they do the same for him, enabling his network and online 

reputation continue to grow.  

Figure 5.16. Stell's PLN map part 1.  

The second map depicts the one-way channels which form a separate section of his 

PLN, differentiated from the more interactive parts of his network. In this part of his 

PLN, seen in Figure 5.17, he depicts himself as a sponge, soaking up the content which 

is contributed by others. 
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Figure 5.17. Stell's PLN map part 2. 

These individuals don’t necessarily follow Stell at all. These are “people with tens or 

hundreds of thousands of followers, and they’re a big deal, and they put amazing stuff 

out there, and I just take from then, and then I’ll share it.” In having connections that 

are highly reciprocal as well as some which are mainly one way, Stell accesses 

“powerful learning, coming at you all the time” from his network.  

Stell credits his PLN as reducing his feelings of isolation, particularly at times when 

he has encountered “people who just don’t understand what it is that you’re trying to 

do, or what it is that you’re trying to say or how you’re trying to do things.” As he 

pushes the boundaries with his pedagogy, Stell finds that people in his PLN offer 

affirmation, critical feedback and sometimes challenges. This reciprocity gives him 

confidence and pushes him further. Through sharing and interaction, Stell “develops 

colleagues who you don’t really work with.” These like-minded colleagues provide 

Stell with validation, but also share their own practice, which Stell says inspires him 

to grow.  
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Stell creates different connections for different purposes through his PLN. Reflecting 

his experience of his PLN as a people person, Stell comments that he has received job 

offers, consultancy opportunities and been invited to speak at conferences through the 

strong connections he has created. He describes his PLN as “multi-dimensional,” as 

he has invited others to work with staff at his school because of their reputation online.  

At any time, day or night, and even on holidays, Stell will connect with his PLN to 

“see what’s out there…what people are talking about…and I’ll get involved.” He 

describes himself as a “thinkaholic” who uses the connections in his PLN as a vehicle 

for constant challenge and provocation. This presents a paradox for Stell. While having 

access to a wide range of perspectives and opinions keeps him up to date, Stell realises 

he must place limits on his interactions. Experiencing the PLN as a people person may 

lead to an overwhelming number of connections and a huge flow of information. Stell 

says an important realisation is that “you only ever really see the most recent things 

out there. It’s random. It’s serendipity.” Stell observes that while the sharing can 

appear to be random, the careful curation of his network means that the content is 

usually of high quality. There are a lot of people on Twitter, but Stell finds value 

through connecting with those who share his passion for education and learning. Stell 

describes his experiences interacting with his PLN by saying: 

It really is about who you are as a person, and how you use your PLN 

and who you connect with, and why you connect with them, and then 

what you get from them. It is story based, it's narrative based, it's 

personality based. 
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Summary - Vignettes 

The information in Table 5.1 gives a comparative summary of each of the teachers’ 

vignettes, describing how each teacher uses their PLN and their views about their PLN. 

This table focuses upon the defining features of each teachers’ experiences, presenting 

them according to their idiosyncratic approach to their PLN.  
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Table 5.1 
Summary of the teachers' uses and views of their PLNs 

Teacher descriptor Use of PLN Views about PLN 

Alex – a time manager Culls and filters PLN  
Connects with a known group,  

Fluid, flexible and time-efficient 
Essential to remain up to date 

Anna – a constant explorer Multidisciplinary network 
Finds, curates, remixes, 
redistributes  

Ideas, validation and feedback  
Motivation, inspiration and 
empowerment  

Charlie – a self-directed sharer Social technology focus 
Applies to pedagogy 

Personalisation 
Constantly changing 

Chris – a pioneering change 
agent 

Examples of practice 
Engages online and offline 

Constant change and inspiration 
Nourishment 

Evan – a global connectivist Evaluates & construct 
knowledge 
Global network  

A constructivist approach 
Ethical practice  

Jas – an evolved connector Seeks balance 
Continual evolution 

Driven by need  
Accountability and transparency  
Personal and professional 
outcomes 

Jo – a passionate learner Shares through blogging 
Feedback and support 

Flexibility and control 
Enhance established offline 
connections  

Leanne – an active participant Multiple interest areas  
Improves pedagogy 

Active development and 
participation 
Juggling interrelated connections 

Lou – a linear linker Day to day questions & 
answers  
Limited to local context 

Linear links easier to manage 

Maryanne – an online 
extrovert 

Creates new connections  
Goes beyond to actively 
contribute  

Cultural knowledge and social 
mores  
Authentic reputation  

Morgan – a rural networker Shares, collects, curates & 
experiments 
Dialogue 

Flexibility & choice 
Overcomes geographic isolation 

Sean – a genuine influencer Creates & shares innovative 
ideas 
Leading others 

Professional advantages 
Potential for influence 

Stell – a people person Creates relationships with 
others 

PLN is a story of growth 
Technology as enabler 
Window into practice 
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Conclusion 

This chapter has presented short vignettes of each of the participating teachers within 

this research. It has identified that each teacher has their own approach to learning 

through their PLN, shaped by their context, learning needs and personal learning 

styles. Having now considered each teacher’s experience as an individual learner, in 

the following chapter, I investigate the thoughts and feelings of each teacher as they 

reflect on their PLN and the outcomes of professional learning through the that they 

have experienced.  
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Chapter 6: Professional learning through PLNs – Reflective 
responses 

Introduction 

Having explored the participant’s individual experience of professional learning 

through PLNs, I now present their reflective responses to this experience. These 

reflections provide insight into the participants’ thoughts and feelings, offering a 

deeper understanding of the outcomes of professional learning through PLNs. Figure 

6.1 summarises the contents of Chapter 6. It comprises teachers’ reflections on the 

naming of their PLN, the blurring of boundaries between online and offline 

interactions, the advantages and disadvantages they identify of PLNs and the advice 

they offer to others. Their reflections are associated with various outcomes of 

professional learning through PLNs, namely: a positive sense of self, support and 

solidarity and broader perspectives.  

 

Figure 6.1. Summary of the findings presented in Chapter 6. 

Naming the PLN 

The term personal learning network, or PLN, is used by almost half of the participants 

to describe the online and offline connections that they make with others who support 

their informal learning experiences. The responses of participants to the question 

“What do you call your network?” varied and can be seen in Table 6.1. The majority 
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of participants use the term PLN either all or some of the time, with only three stating 

that they did not tend to use this term when describing their online learning 

interactions.  

Table 6.1 
Participants' use of the term PLN 

What do you call your network for professional learning? 

PLN Depends upon context  No specific name 

Anna 

Chris 

Evan 

Jas 

Leanne 

Sean 

Charlie 

Lou 

 

Morgan 

Stell 

Jo 

Maryanne 

Alex 

 
Participants who used the term PLN in their everyday parlance did so for several 

reasons. Jas and Leanne observed that they felt the term was an appropriate description 

for their online interactions. Jas said “I use PLN as a term, because I do think it’s a 

personal learning network. It’s my learning network. I’ve always used that reference.” 

Leanne reflected that the term PLN accurately describes her online learning, and 

differentiates it from more linear interactions she experienced previously through 

email list-serves: 

I actually talk about it being my PLN…because I always had a 

professional learning network through mailing lists, locally, nationally 

and internationally…but a network actually has more meaning when 

you are online…because it is a network.” 

Anna added that she used the term PLN to give her learning credibility, commenting 

that she often says “this is what people are talking about in my PLN.” She went on to 

say that using the term PLN added weight to her input, “rather than saying I just heard 
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about this on Twitter, which people tend to dismiss as being…just social media, and 

not really that serious.”  

Other participants said they used the term PLN only in particular contexts. Most 

commonly, these contexts were when explaining or describing the network to others, 

who do not necessarily engage with learning in this manner. As Evan noted, “I 

wouldn’t say it (PLN) in my every day or even weekly word choice, however, that 

would be the way I would go to and describe it.” Morgan also said that she saw her 

online interactions as communications with particular people rather than with the 

network in general, and therefore only used the term when describing or explaining 

the concept to others.  

While having heard of the term, Jo and Maryanne said that they did not use PLN to 

describe or name their network. In both of these cases, the seamless nature of the PLN 

meant that they did not see it as a separate learning space or experience which required 

a separate name. Jo said that “I just sort of think of it as part of who I am and what I 

enjoy doing,” while Maryanne said that she used the term “connected” more 

commonly, and that she doesn’t “really refer to it as learning online, I see it as 

connecting to people.” Maryanne went on to say that “I guess that’s what I refer to, the 

network of people who are my ‘go to’ people, and I don’t really consider whether they 

are online or offline. It’s seamless to me.”  

This nebulous understanding was also evident in Alex’s reflections. She was unsure of 

using the term PLN and commented that “I often wonder what the PLN is.” She said 

that she did not really refer to her learning network as a PLN because it was constantly 

changing in light of her learning needs and purposes. She observed that when others 
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referred to having “a wonderful PLN” she was unsure to what they were actually 

referring. Alex was the only participant to express this confusion. Her lack of clarity 

contrasted with Chris, who stated, “I don't remember exactly when PLN came in, but 

it came in quite early, and I've always known it as my personal learning network.” 

Blurring boundaries between online and offline 

Although the PLNs the participants described were mostly enacted through social 

software platforms using digital technologies, there was evidence that the boundaries 

between online and offline were sometimes blurred. When asked to reflect upon a 

significant or memorable incident that was related to their professional learning 

through their PLNs, many participants, including Morgan, Stell, Alex, Maryanne and 

Chris chose to share an occasion featuring a face to face encounter. Meeting with 

people from the PLN in a physical context either happened as the initiating incident 

which led to a continued online connection or manifested when participants met people 

who they had previously related to online. This happened either through consciously 

planned meetings or purely by chance at gatherings such as conferences. Participants 

who were more highly mobile or who participated more regularly in conferences (such 

as those teachers who worked at international schools) seemed to have more 

experiences which blurred the boundaries of online and offline. However, even those 

who were quite geographically isolated, such as Morgan, who lives in rural Victoria, 

mentioned occasions when she had met members of her PLN face to face in a physical 

environment. 

For almost all participants, meeting members of their online PLN face to face was a 

rewarding experience that enriched their online interactions. As Maryanne reflected, 

“if you can make that connection face to face and you can make it memorable, and you 
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can be sociable, that really helps your online connections.” In many cases, face to face 

experiences occurred at conferences or professional learning opportunities such as 

workshops or seminars. Participants also reflected that through their online PLN they 

got to know certain people to the point that if they met with them face to face, they felt 

like they already knew each other.  

Anna finds her PLN is an effective way to extend and continue the collegial relations 

developed at conferences, saying: 

when you do go to a conference or a workshop or anything like that, 

adding those people to your electronic PLN is one of the best things, 

because then it keeps those connections going…and then the next time 

you meet that person at a conference, then you feel like you still know 

them, you're not having to totally reconnect from scratch.  

Similarly, Stell said that he had met a number of people within his PLN through face 

to face conferences and workshops and had continued to work with them both online 

and offline. He gave the example of one person who “was in a workshop I ran in 

Borneo…we connected on Twitter, and again, we keep collaborating on things and 

getting together.” For Maryanne, the boundaries between online and offline 

connections were often blurred, so that she regards all interactions as seamless. 

Participants also described times when boundaries between online and offline were 

blurred in unexpected ways. In these situations, a person might have been following, 

without making explicit contact with the participant teacher, but chose to make a face 

to face introduction at a conference or workshop. Evan commented, “I always find it 

interesting just how many people know each other. Or when you do come into a real 

event, people say oh, I've been following you on Twitter for years!” Chris also has had 
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this experience and reflected that she had “presented at a couple (of conferences), and 

I've had people come up to me afterwards and been like oh my gosh! I follow you on 

Twitter!”  

Boundaries between online and offline experience were also blurred when participants 

met individuals whom I have labelled as ‘network stars.’ These are practitioners who, 

through sharing their own experiences, expertise or research, are so well known that 

they have tens or hundreds of thousands of followers. Individuals such as George 

Couros, Stephen Heppell, Joyce Valenza and Silvia Rosenthal Tolisano are among 

those mentioned by participants as leaders within their fields, who also share their 

work extensively through their own networks. For some participants, having the 

opportunity to spend time face to face with leaders they had previously only followed 

online was a significant event which they believed not only enhanced their own 

learning, but was also highly memorable and positive. Alex relates the time when she 

met Joyce Valenza at a conference following interactions online and described having 

face to face dialogue with an international leader in the library field as “very exciting.” 

Maryanne told the story of a chance meeting with Stephen Heppell, and how this face 

to face meeting has led to continued interactions online via Facebook.  

The advantages and disadvantages of professional learning through PLNs 

When teachers reflected on the advantages and disadvantages of professional learning 

through PLNs, their observations and responses indicated that what is most needed 

when interacting with the PLN is a sense of balance and moderation. It is evident that 

the advantages, summarised in Table 6.2 fall into the categories of accessibility, 

flexibility, collaboration and connection with others and the capacity to extend one’s 

professional ‘reach’ beyond the traditional classroom.   
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Table 6.2 
Advantages of a PLN for professional learning 

24/7 access 

Morgan, Anna, 
Charlie, Evan, 
Maryanne, Stell,  

It doesn’t matter if it’s first thing in the morning, or late in the evening, if I’ve 
got a question, or a worry …there’ll be someone who can offer me something 
back. (Morgan) 

Relatively low cost 

Charlie, Alex There’s no cost, there’s minimal cost, as long as you’ve got a device, then 
what’s stopping you? (Charlie) 

Fits into personal schedule 

Jo, Alex, Anna, 
Morgan 

I'm happy to do my own learning. And that way I can stop and start as I wish 
to and delve into things that I’m finding more interesting. Rather than being 
told I have to do this course, or I have to do that course. (Jo) 

Capacity to personalise learning to needs and interests 

Charlie, Alex, Anna, 
Chris, Jo, Jas, Stell 

I think we need to be looking at professional development as educators in a 
different way, where we can drive it, to some extent. We really need to 
personalise it. (Charlie) 

Global connections 

Evan, Morgan, 
Charlie, Anna, Chris 

For me to grow my knowledge and understanding of where I would like to 
personally go, and to inform my thinking, I do have to reach out to other 
international schools in different time-zones. (Evan) 

Overcome geographic isolation 

Morgan, Leanne, 
Charlie, Sean, Lou, 
Anna 

In a country town, it's probably more important… than if you're in the city 
where you could go and meet people from another school after work and have 
a coffee...well, we just don't have the people to meet! (Morgan) 

Supplement face to face or formal learning 

Maryanne, Stell, Jas It's a supplement, or it almost eclipses your face to face learning. (Maryanne) 

Problem solving 

Lou, Alex, Jo It just gives you access to so many different brains who can think of different 
ways to do things and solve your problems. (Lou) 
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Inspiring new ideas 

 Anna, Alex, Sean, 
Charlie, Chris, 
Evan, Jo, Stell 
Leanne, Morgan,  

I’m very happy to get small bites of inspiration from other people, and then I 
feel you’re more likely to be able to apply it. (Anna) 

Affirmation of contribution 

 Stell, Alex, Anna, 
Evan, Jo, Leanne, 
Maryanne 

It's affirming, and you think, oh, someone else out there is trying to do things 
in a similar way. (Stell) 

Feedback from others 

 Jo, Alex, Anna, 
Charlie, Evan, 
Leanne, Morgan, 
Maryanne, Stell 

If I find it interesting, and I can put it on my blog, and share it with other 
people, and get some nice feedback, that's always nice. (Jo)  

Broader perspectives 

 Anna, Lou, Stell I just think you get so many more points of view, and I’ve found that I’m 
feeling a little bit more accepting of most of them. (Anna) 

Connections with like-minded others 

 Sean, Alex, Jo, 
Charlie, Chris, Lou, 
Evan, Jas, Stell 

Those lines continue to radiate, and you find your way to people who can 
really benefit you and who are like-minded… (Sean) 

Raise accountability 

Jas, Sean, Stell There's this long tail of evidence of things I've been interested and involved in 
and things I did that will give you a picture on who I am as an educator. (Jas) 

 
The disadvantages described in Table 6.3 relate to time management and the 

participants’ capacities to be critically aware of the people and information being 

shared. The participants described more advantages than disadvantages, indicating that 

on balance, they found PLNs were worthwhile, even though they did acknowledge 

some disadvantages. 
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Table 6.3 
Disadvantages of a PLN for professional learning 

Individuals may misrepresent themselves 

Jas, Stell 

Sometimes you do meet people, and sometimes we do hire people who have 
projected themselves as being this particular type of educator, or this particular 
type of thinker, and then when you meet them, or they arrive, it's not the reality at 
all. So, it is possible with it being virtual and with it being online, it is possible to 
weave a whole different existence. (Jas) 

Exposure to inappropriate behaviour 

Jas, Stell, Lou 
I'm quite careful now in terms of getting closer to people in the network, because I 
don't want to get hurt by people in the network. Because they can hurt you. You 
know, if they're not genuine. (Jas) 

Information may not always be correct/may be biased etc 

Lou, Maryanne You can get the wrong information. You don’t always know that the person who’s 
giving you the answer is well qualified to give you the answer. (Lou) 

Potentially time consuming 

Sean, Jo, Alex, 
Jas, Stell 

The biggest problem I have is time management; like, you can spend so much 
time, and suddenly two hours are gone. (Alex) 

Potential to be distracted 

Sean, Alex, 
Stell 

It can monopolise your time, but it’s also so easy to follow some of those pathways 
where you find you’ve gone off on a tangent simply because you find something 
interesting. (Sean) 

 
Table 6.4 presents features of the PLN which the participants considered to be both 

advantages and disadvantages. The most commonly cited advantages, namely the 

constant flow of new information and the flexibility and ease of access to this 

information could also be construed as disadvantages – they could be considered 

positive, but without adequate awareness or experience could potentially become 

problematic. Features which were both potentially advantageous and disadvantageous 

required the most strategic responses. These strategic responses included managing 

the information accessible through the PLN effectively, and managing ones’ own 

digital presence to ensure a positive representation. These aspects of the teachers’ 

shared experience are elaborated upon further in Chapter 7.   
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Table 6.4 
Advantages and disadvantages of learning through a PLN 

Advantage  Disadvantage Constant change 

Chris,  
Leanne, 
Anna, 
Morgan, 
Stell  
 

Lou,  
Leanne 
  

Advantage: It’s constantly moving. There is never a day when you have 
to read the same thing over again because nothing has happened. (Chris)  
 
Disadvantage: They go out of fashion, you don't have the need to use 
that for a while, and you go back and time has moved on! (Lou) 

Advantage  Disadvantage Information perceived to be limitless 

Charlie, 
Leanne,  
Anna,  
Chris  

Leanne, Anna, 
Chris 
 

Advantage: There’s this amazing sense of knowledge, resources, the 
world’s our oyster, it really is. (Charlie) 
 
Disadvantage: Sometimes it is too much, and I just have to go away from 
it for a while...there's just too much, I want to read all the things, 
#allthethings but, I just, I can't deal with it. 
 

Advantage  Disadvantage Professional opportunities 

Stell,  
Maryanne,  
Jas,  
Sean,  
Evan 

Evan 

Advantage: There's a whole reputation side of things on there as well, 
and relationships and connections, and it all pays off as well. After a 
while. I've had a lot of job offers, through Twitter, and I got my 
consultancy jobs through Twitter. (Stell) 
 
Disadvantage: When I'm being contacted a lot, sometimes I will feel a bit 
overwhelmed with...this is not...like I want to add value to this space, but 
at the same time, the give and take I guess has to be in balance to have it 
be working. (Evan) 

Advantage Disadvantage Time zones may influence access 

Anna Evan, 
Maryanne,  

Advantage: Because of the time zone we're in, things might happen and 
it's during our work time, so we can't participate…but often, like if 
somebody has a webinar or something like that, even if you can't 
necessarily participate in the live aspect of it, you know, you can still 
catch things and watch them later. (Anna) 
 
Disadvantage: For me it was 5am in the morning, I've a little kid, she 
woke up, I never in the world would have thought that she would wake 
up, and then she's crying in the background, it's being recorded... (Evan)  

Advantage Disadvantage Serendipitous discovery – no need to search 

Leanne,  
Stell,  
Alex 

Alex 

Advantage: It's that whole thing of not knowing what you don't know, 
until you stumble across it. It's that whole thing, you don't know what 
you don't know. You don't have to go looking for it, it finds 
you. (Leanne) 
 
Disadvantage: It can turn into this rambling sort of time, and then, where 
did it go? (Alex) 
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Outcomes of professional learning through PLNs 

The outcomes of professional learning through PLNs were associated with positive 

affective responses. Experiencing professional learning through PLNs had an 

influence on the way participants thought and felt about themselves, about their 

capability as teachers and about their roles within a wider context. The participants’ 

responses to the question “could you share how connecting with others via your PLN 

might influence the way you think as an educator?” were associated with feelings of 

confidence and empowerment, a sense of support and solidarity and a broader 

understanding of their role and the way others enacted similar roles within the field of 

teaching and beyond.  

A positive sense of self 

A positive sense of self was an outcome which was frequently described by 

participants reflecting upon their learning experiences through their PLNs. This 

positive perception was due to feelings of confidence and empowerment participants 

experienced as a result of interactions with others. A number of participants, including 

Stell and Leanne reflected that they had felt nervous and vulnerable when first 

considering sharing their own work or opinions openly with others, but that their self-

confidence had grown as contacts expressed gratitude and interest in what they had 

shared. Leanne said that initially fears of offending others or being laughed at made 

her reticent to share. Having worked to overcome these fears, she says “Now I’m 

sharing stuff, I’m owning it…and it’s not so bad, and people think it’s kind of cool, 

and if they don’t, then we have a respectful conversation about it.”  

Having access to up to date information and connections with other practitioners also 

led participants to experience a sense of empowerment. Alex highlighted the way that 
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her PLN enables her to learn more about her role and how it is changing, and that this 

had given her the confidence to implement changes in her own context. Chris also said 

that the PLN provided her with the capacity to research new ideas and technologies, 

so that she had evidence of their value when presenting them to staff.  

A feeling of support and solidarity 

As an outcome of engaging with their PLNs, participants reported feelings of support 

and solidarity, and a sense that they were not alone, regardless of their level of 

geographic or professional isolation. Having the capacity to seek affirmation, feedback 

or inspiration from others who shared similar interests or experiences was a key 

outcome of professional learning experienced through PLNs for almost all 

participants. Feeling supported also contributed to a positive sense of self. Stell said 

that his PLN “makes you feel not alone. And when you don’t feel alone as an educator, 

you have the confidence to try new things.” Morgan commented that her PLN is “very 

uplifting. It’s affirming. And it reinforces your sense of self.” When reflecting on her 

long and evolving interactions through her PLN, Jas reported that overall, she felt 

“positive, energised, interested, excited and hopeful,” saying she: 

feels good about education, energised and positive for our profession, 

to know that there are people who are willing to participate in spaces 

and share their thoughts and learning with others.  

These positive feelings were also described by Maryanne, who said that when “you’re 

asking for things, it’s still quite thrilling, at times, when people respond to you. Very 

thrilling!”  

Positive responses could come in many forms, but for Stell, Evan and Alex, it was 

feedback and advice which was most useful. For Stell, pushing his work out to his 



210 
 

connections and getting feedback on how it might be improved encouraged him to 

continue pushing boundaries with his pedagogy. The capacity to seek immediate 

feedback was also a feature of Evan’s experiences, and she said: 

Sometimes I feel like there’s a power of the collective there, that 

sometimes, you might be thinking about something alone in the school 

building, but because of the connectivity piece… I don’t have to wait 

too long. I can bounce ideas off other people, and the time and space 

thing doesn’t really matter. 

Alex described her PLN as “a support network” where “people often give you 

feedback.” This, she believes, is very valuable, as “you often don’t get feedback from 

your peers, about what is effective or what they value.” The sense of support and 

solidarity was summed up by Morgan, who echoed other participants’ responses when 

she said that: 

Some days, you have those days and you wonder, why you’re doing 

what you do, because who cares? And then there’ll just be one little line 

on something, and you go, that’s why I’m doing it. I just needed that! 

Thank you! 

Broader perspectives  

 The PLN can lead to expanded perspectives. The capacity for the participants to 

connect beyond geographic, temporal and ideological boundaries enabled them to 

learn by exploring the experiences, opinions and expertise of colleagues, disciplinary 

experts and individuals from fields other than their own, including business and 

technology. Stell reflected that  
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having a PLN…gives you that cross pollination massively. (A) wide 

variety of people doing a wide variety of things. So it’s just awareness, 

I suppose, different perspectives, and really broadening your awareness 

of what is possible in the world of education. So that you don’t become 

narrow and fixated on what you are doing or what your school is doing. 

Having gathered input from teachers and others who share similar interests or contexts 

from all over the world, the participants gained a better understanding of their own 

role within the wider field of education. Their PLN connections gave insight into how 

others enacted similar roles within similar or different contexts, which was useful for 

the teachers who had limited experiences of different places of employment. For Anna, 

hearing about others’ working situations made her realise that “I’ve been really lucky 

because…I’ve been able to pursue a whole lot of things and my organisation has never 

held me back.” This led Anna to the understanding that “sometimes people aren’t 

doing amazing things not because they don’t want to, but because they are really 

constrained.” She commented that “I think I’m a bit more tolerant of that sort of thing 

than I was.”  

For others, the capacity to access a broad range of perspectives and wide ranging 

information not only shaped how they learn, but also shaped what they expect of their 

students. Evan observed that she expects students to also demonstrate evidence of 

seeking a wide range of perspectives to inform their research, while Charlie noted that 

he had been able to embed aspects of personal learning networks into his teaching, 

allowing students to gather information from connections made with students in other 

parts of the world.  
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Advice to others 

Overwhelmingly, the advice the participants wanted to share with those beginning to 

initiate professional learning through a PLN was to start small, and to realise that the 

development of a PLN takes time. Having recognised the disadvantage of being 

overwhelmed by large amounts of information and rapidly changing contexts, the 

participants suggested a controlled, strategic approach to creating connections. Who 

to connect with was almost always a function of the teacher’s professional interests 

and passions, with Chris suggesting “start small. Pick a couple of people or blogs or 

Twitter feeds to follow that are directly related to something you are interested in 

learning about at that time.”  

Building familiarity with what information and content is shared, and by whom, helps 

beginners to build their network. A commonly advised strategy was to look at the 

networks of individuals who were already sharing high quality and relevant 

information. Seeing who those people followed often led to the discovery of other like-

minded or inspiring network members. Sean described this process, saying “those lines 

continue to radiate, and you find your way to people who can really benefit you and 

who are like-minded people, through those switch-boxes that are other people as well.” 

Following speakers at conferences or formal professional learning opportunities was 

another strategy suggested, extending the formal learning into an informal and 

potentially ongoing experience. “Eventually, it will just snowball,” observed Leanne, 

but Jas warned that “it does take time. It’s not going to happen immediately.”  

Active engagement is a key strategy for developing a vital PLN. Evan and Leanne both 

advised jumping in and participating to start accruing the benefits of this type of 

learning. Leanne said, “the biggest thing is just jump in and do it!” while Evan 
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observed that “to me (active learning) is the way of learning now. You have to do it, 

you have to participate.” Sean also recommended learning by doing, saying “I really 

believe it’s something that can’t be taught. You have to come to it yourself and realise 

yourself (the value of the PLN).”  

Several participants reflected on their experience of professional learning through their 

PLN and expressed how important it was to them. Chris commented that: 

I really think that PLNs are becoming more and more impossible not to 

have. I think as a professional educator I don't see how you can function 

effectively and grow well without something.  

Sean made a similar statement, reflecting that “this is something you’ve got to do if 

you want to stay relevant.” While Charlie was even stronger in his opinion that all 

teachers should engage with PLNs for professional learning, saying “I don’t think there 

is any excuse for not having a PLN and really developing it.” Jo also encouraged 

teachers to “Go for it! Go for it! You just learn so much.”  

Conclusion 

The participants’ reflections demonstrate that their experience of professional learning 

through their PLN was personal and highly contextualised, and yet contained many 

elements of similarity. Through their comments about the advantages of professional 

learning through PLNs, the teachers showed an appreciation for the flexibility of 

networks created through social technologies which enabled them to engage when, 

where, how and to what extent they chose at any given moment. This nearly-constant 

access to a possibly overwhelming amount of information created some disadvantages, 

such as the potential for time wasting and distraction. However, the participants 
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suggested ways in which they were working towards creating moderation and balance. 

Creating connections with others helped some the teachers reduce feelings of isolation, 

finding that their relations online sometimes blurred with offline interaction, and 

gathering different viewpoints helped some of them to broaden their perspectives of 

teaching and their own roles in education. The majority of teachers encouraged others 

to consider developing a PLN, reflecting on how they were able to meet needs relating 

to their classroom curricula and pedagogy, to their sense of self in their role as teacher 

and potentially extend their career progression. The following chapter is the final part 

of the findings which presents key themes identified through cross-case analysis of the 

data shared by these individuals.  
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Chapter 7: Professional learning through PLNs - Shared experience 

Introduction 

Having presented the individual case studies in Chapter 5, and the teachers’ reflections 

on the experience of professional learning through PLNs in Chapter 6, I now present 

the shared elements of PLN experience emerging from cross case analysis. In this 

chapter, I continue to document the findings in response to my overall research 

question: How do teachers experience professional learning through personal 

learning networks? The learning experiences described are clustered within three 

themes, namely: learning purposefully, learning strategically and learning socially. 

The chapter begins with an explanation of these themes, before a more in depth 

exploration of each theme, describing how they are manifested through teachers’ 

experiences. A summary of the findings presented in this chapter is shown in Figure 

7.1. 

 

Figure 7.1. Summary of the findings presented in Chapter 7. 
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Elements of shared experience 

Teachers experience professional learning through PLNs in complex and multi-

dimensional ways. Their experience varies and integrates individual and shared 

elements. The elements of shared experience align with three themes: learning 

purposefully (why the participants sought learning through a PLN and what purpose 

participants hoped to this learning would serve); learning strategically (how they learn 

through their PLN); and learning socially (who they learn with and from through their 

PLN). Within these three overarching themes, subthemes are also evident. The themes 

and subthemes are detailed in Table 7.1. The subthemes provide further detail in 

describing how the participants experience learning through the PLN. I discuss each 

of these themes and subthemes in turn in this section.  
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Table 7.1 
Themes and subthemes of shared experiences of participants 

Theme Sub-theme Exemplified by 

Learning purposefully  

(What and why the 

teachers choose  

to learn through 

their PLNs) 

Problem solving All participants 

Staying up to date Jo, Alex, Anna 

Collaboration and consultation Morgan 

Research Chris, Maryanne, Evan 

Only source Morgan, Anna, Chris 

Learning strategically 

(How the teachers learn 

through their PLNs) 

 

Managing information Chris, Evan, Leanne, Stell, Jas 

Managing time Sean, Morgan, Anna, Jas, Alex, 

Stell 

Managing the network Alex, Stell, Sean, Morgan, Chris, 

Anna 

Managing own digital presence Lou, Maryanne, Stell, Jas, Sean 

Learning socially 

(Who the teachers learn 

 from and with 

 through their PLNs) 

Like-minded connections Sean, Leanne, Stell, Lou, Jo, 

Morgan, Chris, Alex 

Diverse connections Anna, Chris, Jas 

Authentic connections Lou, Evan, Stell, Maryanne, Jas, 

Morgan, Sean, Anna 

Different types of connections Stell, Lou, Maryanne 

 
Learning purposefully 

Learning purposefully describes reasons participants commonly identified for 

choosing to seek professional learning through their PLN. When learning purposefully 

teachers bring to their PLN one or more learning needs which they hope the 
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connections in the PLN will be able to fulfil. These learning needs, or the purpose for 

each engagement with the PLN shape the learning experience and direct the actions 

and learning strategies the teacher uses in their learning. The findings in this section 

arise from participants’ responses to the interview questions ‘How would you describe 

the professional learning you undertake when online?’ and ‘What inspired you to begin 

developing an online PLN?’  

Five common purposes for learning through a PLN are to: engage in problem solving; 

stay up to date; collaborate and consult with others; conduct research; and sometimes, 

just participate in professional learning, as the PLN may offer the only appropriate or 

possible source at that time or place. Each of these purposes is explained in detail in 

the following section. 

Problem solving 

One purpose all participants shared for engaging with the PLN was to resolve a specific 

problem or to find an answer to question. This type of learning forms the day-to-day 

interactions the participants described as having with their PLN, when they turned to 

the collective brains trust to identify answers to issues or questions which they believed 

others may have experienced. These interactions can feature low level, or closed 

questions, where there is likely to be a definitive answer. Lou gives examples of this 

type of interaction, explaining that it could be a question about how to perform a task 

within a computer program, or a request for examples of applications or resources 

others have used when teaching a particular aspect of the curriculum. She described 

these as “day to day problems” with her interactions being characterised as “very much 

me asking questions, or me answering questions.”  
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Some participants commented that they often turned to their PLN for problem solving 

when they were employed in a new role, and had many low level, technical questions 

about the nuts and bolts of the position or associated software or curriculum. Morgan 

said that her first interactions were “sheer necessity” when she encountered situations 

where she thought “oh, I don’t know what to do!” However, even after holding a role 

for some time, participants, including Lou, Leanne and Sean commented that their 

PLN remained a source of quick answers, although they observed that as they grew in 

experience, their role within the network changed as they became the problem solvers, 

rather than those seeking solutions. Some participants, such as Lou, preferred linear, 

searchable nature of a list-serv for problem solving, as she could return to find answers 

if problems re-occurred. Others, like Leanne, found email to be too slow. Leanne said 

that she had transitioned to using Twitter and Facebook groups to quickly seek 

solutions to problems, even if they had been asked previously.  

The PLN provided a ready source of solutions to day to day problems, however the 

accessibility of social technologies varied for participants depending upon their school 

policies or geographic location. Although the quick resolution of issues allows teachers 

to proceed with their day, some were more reticent to contact others to solve problems 

using social technologies during school hours or using school provided internet. Lou 

said that while internet was accessible, her choice of tool was limited during school 

hours. She pointed out that  

Although I can access Facebook through the Department's channels, I 

wouldn't, because I don't think they'd be very impressed if they walked 

in the library and I was on Facebook. You do tend to stick to the 
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department approved networks, which is Yammer, that's what the 

Department likes you to use. 

Chris mentioned that while on Facebook at work “I try to click off if somebody walks 

by…because they don't understand what I’m doing.” For Chris, this “perception of 

skiving off” only seemed to apply to Facebook use, but for Lou, it provided strong 

encouragement to remain within the channels provided by her schooling system. 

Although PLN access enable quick and effective problem solving, these comments 

indicate that perceptions of others (including school administration) about what social 

technology tools are appropriate during working hours could constrain the frequency 

the PLN is used for on the spot resolution of problems.  

In contrast, Maryanne, Sean and Morgan shared that their school access was better 

than their connections at home. For Maryanne, who is based in China, the school 

provided channels via a VPN which enabled her to access social platforms which were 

otherwise blocked. Therefore, all problem solving through the PLN needed to occur at 

school. Sean and Morgan both cited geographic isolation, both sharing that their 

schools had more reliable internet access than their private residences, although 

Morgan said that this was changing as the national infrastructure evolved. Here, 

technological issues, rather than educational or social limits changed the way 

participants approached problem solving through their PLNs.  

Having an awareness of the capacities and interest areas of contacts within the PLN 

was an influence on the success of problem solving through the network. Stell 

described his familiarity with his PLN, saying: 



221 
 

It isn't a completely random professional learning because it is by 

person, and the nature of the stuff that those people are sharing. So, if I 

see anything from (name) for example, I know it's going to be about 

empowerment…Whereas if I see something from (name) I know it's 

probably going to be very practical, tools and strategies that I can share 

or introduce into the classroom with people. 

Morgan said that she used her knowledge of her connections to direct questions, saying 

“I've got a question, she might know something about that question. Whereas a 

different question, I would send to a different group of people who follow me.” Chris 

also made direct contact with connections, saying “I usually tweet them directly, if I 

have a question, or I Facebook directly…if I have questions to ask someone 

specifically.” Knowing the professional interests of others in the PLN and who to ask 

to resolve specific problems may influence the efficiency of solving everyday 

problems. 

Staying up to date 

A commonly expressed purpose for learning through the PLN was the need to stay up 

to date. As information proliferates at an increasing rate, many participants observed 

that engaging with their PLN was the only way they felt that they could maintain their 

knowledge of current teaching practices and changing contexts. As Alex said, “it's a 

matter of trying to keep abreast of a changing situation.” Being able to browse through 

the latest posts on Twitter or Facebook provided participants with a feeling that they 

were staying abreast of the newest developments in their areas of interest, without 

having to engage with long or complex articles. Anna commented: 

I honestly don't know how I would keep up with things without 

connecting in this way.” She went on to say, “If I had to wait two years 
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for the next conference for that…it's too long, so you're basically getting 

something every day, or every few days, or once a week.  

Having to wait for a journal to be published, or the relative inaccessibility and lack of 

timeliness of conferences meant that the PLN provided regular information from a 

variety of sources. Alex also commented that by just following a handful of carefully 

selected experts, she was able to gather summaries of the latest information, provided 

in bite size form, as each expert delved deeply into different areas, which she could 

not possibly be across.  

Collaborating and consulting 

Learning with and from others is another purpose which shaped the experience of 

participants’ professional learning through PLNs. Evan described a collaborative 

experience she had with a group of teachers when trialling a new technology in her 

school. By connecting with others at a similar stage of implementation, Evan worked 

with other teachers to iron out early issues and the teachers supported one another 

despite being located in different schools: 

I connected with a couple of different people who were in a similar 

space and time (and) we're trying to sort of prototype it, I guess, seeing 

if it would work. But we were informing each other's thinking as we 

tried, because it was so new for us. Sort of new in general, there wasn't 

a whole lot out there. I would say we were empowered to continue into 

using it in terms of a pilot.  

Many participants noted that they felt isolated in their role, often being the only one 

who held that particular position within their school or being located in an area where 

physically meeting up with teachers was prevented by geographic isolation. Having 
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access to a wide range of perspectives via the connections of the PLN allowed 

participants to feel as though they were learning collaboratively within a larger group. 

Morgan observed: 

 it's a bit like a sounding board. When you're working in a way that's 

different from the people in your actual workplace, sometimes it’s easy 

to be thinking about things in a way that isn't what other people are 

thinking. 

By publicly sharing their own understandings and perceptions of aspects of teaching 

publicly, participants gained feedback, and felt as though they could check their 

perceptions, to see how they aligned with a larger group. Stell described this type of 

consultation with PLN contacts, comparing it to the experience of working in an 

isolated and disconnected classroom: 

You're not going into the classroom, doing some stuff, sitting there at 

the end thinking oh, that was alright wasn't it. And then going home. 

You're pushing it out there and getting all this stuff back. And then at 

11 o’clock at night, someone in Arkansas has sent you a message saying 

oh, that's really cool, maybe we can connect our students, and they can 

collaborate on this, and so your brain's constantly turning. 

Having the capacity to consult with a wider range of perspectives was also useful to 

gather input and data prior to making teaching decisions. Like canvassing face to face 

colleagues’ opinions when faced with a dilemma, those who do not have those 

colleagues to consult with turned to their virtual peers to gather input and different 

perspectives. Morgan said: 
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 I’ve got to make a decision, and I think, I don't really understand all of 

the ramifications, that I'm trying to plan for…I'll put something out to 

that group on Twitter, and I’ll put something out through OzTLNet and 

I’ll get some feedback from people who have different experience, or 

more experience.  

Being able to consult with a range of other teachers prior to suggesting or 

implementing a new idea was also highlighted by Chris. She said that she felt more 

confident after having consulted with others in her PLN, because she felt she could 

justify new technology or programs by using examples shared by others. She says: 

when I have an idea, it's not like it just came out of ...Chris has just got 

this idea.... it’s well this school and this school and this school are doing 

it, or this research and this research and this research or...we should try 

this because...it gives me that vocabulary and that knowledge base. 

Having access to a range of opinions helped to broaden perspectives, and to understand 

how issues were seen differently depending upon context.  

A form of research 

A number of participants commented that they saw the PLN as offering a new avenue 

for research. This research was described in several ways. The first type of research 

was to seek further information about a teaching strategy or application prior to 

implementation. This involved sourcing information from the creator of the resource 

or seeking the experience of other teachers who had already worked with or taught 

with the resource. Maryanne said that she used this strategy when making decisions 

about a learning management system, commenting: 
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I want to know what other schools, how they are using it, so we'll 

connect online. You might harvest the people that you know...and go, 

'I know you guys are using (product), can we talk?' because maybe you 

don't want the manufacturer to know you're talking about it.  

Learning about the personal experiences of teachers who have used a tool or resource 

may offer different insights to those messages presented by the commercial vendor. 

A second type of research was described as “an extreme form of primary research” by 

Maryanne. This research involved going beyond the information or data presented 

online, to contact the author or creator for deeper investigation. Having the capacity to 

connect with those most closely associated with research or resource evaluation is an 

affordance of the PLN which was not previously available to learners. This was 

Maryanne’s experience, when she met the author of a research paper in person after 

following him online. She initiated the conversation when she recognised him from 

his online profile, and said that the experience was: 

really affirming, when you can have all of these conversations, and he 

was open, talking about his work, and then he was asking about my 

work, and we were seeing where there were commonalities…and we 

are sort of making more connections together. 

Creating research connections with the source of the information can lead to a higher 

level of engagement with the learning, as the previously faceless author becomes a 

person with whom the teacher as learner has meaningful communication. In some 

cases, this resulted in opportunities not previously considered, such as the work of 

Alex being included as an exemplar in the researcher’s publications. Alex described 

her experience with a well-known author: 
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I've followed her, we've had a few little discussions... the other day she 

asked...for photos of makerspaces to put in her new book...so I 

contacted her by Twitter, and then she asked for my email, and so I've 

now gone through the process of getting permission from school. 

Such a flow on effect might never have been possible if connections had not been 

created through the PLN.  

The third type of research was a process spread across a number of different social 

software tools and branches of the PLN. Describing this type of research, Evan said 

that in response to a research inquiry, she began by gathering a large amount of 

information via a number of social media channels. She took advantage of tools such 

as hashtags to draw information broadly, sometimes beyond her own network. She 

then publicly curated the information, to identify as patterns and key individuals. Her 

research process was not linear, as during this time, she sought further information or 

new leads through her PLN when needed and added this to the curated collection. Her 

data collection was used to inform content creation, sometimes in the form of a blog 

post, which Evan described as a “slower” more considered output from her research. 

The blog post was where new knowledge was constructed or co-constructed and shared 

with the wider PLN for feedback and validation. At all stages of this research process 

Evan’s PLN played a role in providing input and information, and this was amplified 

and fed back through the PLN in a model of open scholarship. This type of research, 

conducted within and through the PLN required a high level of social network and 

digital literacy, and encompassed many of the other learning purposes within the 

processes of addressing the larger problem.  
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The only available source 

The final purpose that drove participants’ interaction with their PLN was when it 

represented the only available source of professional learning. There are a number of 

reasons why the PLN could be the only source of accessible professional learning. The 

first is geographic isolation. Some participants, such as Morgan and Anna commented 

that living in a rural or isolated area meant that attendance at conferences was an 

expensive and time-consuming option. Professional learning opportunities are often 

offered only in larger cities or in areas where groups of schools cluster together, 

however these distances are overcome through the PLN, as Sean pointed out: 

I'm literally 100km away, so unless I can convince the school to let me 

leave at lunchtime, I can't get there. But I know the people who will be 

there... so I can get on Twitter and say...I'd love to be at the thing this 

afternoon…send me a link, or put me in touch with someone, whatever 

the case may be.  

A second reason for the PLN being the only source of professional learning occurred 

if the teacher was working in a disciplinary area that was new and developing, such as 

technology integration. In this case, there was a dearth of formal professional learning 

opportunities, and in the case of newer technologies, an absence of those who had a 

greater level of experience. This was the situation encountered by Chris, who said that 

she initiated her PLN because “there was no other way to do it.” She reflects that: 

At the time that I became an integrationist, at my school, there were no 

other integrationists at my school or on my campus. I was it...There 

were no books to read, there were no courses to go on, there was 

nothing… there was nothing local or even in Europe that was going to 

give (professional learning) to me as quickly and as easily as online.  
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The third reason was associated with financial and temporal limitations. Formal 

professional learning is often offered at a cost, and if a teacher is wanting to access 

learning which relates to areas not identified by the school as a priority, they could 

find that they are required to pay for this out of their own pocket. Formal professional 

learning might also occur during school time, which could be problematic if leave is 

not possible, or during personal time such as holidays, which may not be suitable due 

to personal contexts. Alex reflected that teachers are:  

paying a lot of money for a conference, and a lot of time, only (to) gain 

a couple of things. Whereas you can go onto Twitter, and get a couple 

of things in a few minutes, so I think there is a certain efficiency...and 

a cost effectiveness certainly. 

Access to a PLN can be achieved for a relatively low financial cost (assuming one has 

access to a device and an internet connection) and can be flexibly accessed at any time 

or location, making it potentially a more affordable and time-effective option than 

formal learning events such as conferences, seminars or professional reading 

subscriptions.  

Learning strategically 

Learning strategically is the second emerging theme which shaped teachers’ 

experience of professional learning through PLNs. Participants created and 

implemented learning strategies and personal guidelines to manage the processes of 

interaction with their PLNs. These strategies were revealed in the participants’ 

responses to the question ‘how do you maintain and/or extend your PLN?’ Although 

each participant developed their own ways of interacting with their PLNs, there were 

strategies, certain behaviours and actions which typified their experience. 
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Managing information 

The first group of strategies implemented by participants were those that assisted them 

to manage the overwhelming amount of information constantly available and being 

presented via the different channels of the PLN. As Chris said, “It’s constantly moving. 

There is never a day when you have to read the same thing over again because nothing 

has happened.” Having access to what may be perceived as an almost unlimited 

amount of information was seen paradoxically as a tremendous resource, but one 

which had the potential to make learners feel out of control. The constant production 

of information was labelled “infowhelm” by Leanne, and other participants including 

Chris and Evan acknowledged how easy it was to feel overwhelmed by the amount of 

information available. They said they sometimes felt flummoxed when trying to 

reconcile the desire to “know everything” with the realisation that this is not humanly 

possible. Evan, was keenly aware of the need for explicit information management 

strategies, commenting that:  

because of the infinite ability to be connected, and just how much 

knowledge …sometimes I will control how I connect, to benefit myself, 

and just how much I need to devote to a certain thing. 

Participants developed different strategies to manage information flow through their 

PLN, describing several techniques they used when experiencing “infowhelm.” 

Leanne said realising that it was ok to give herself permission to step away for a while 

from the constant flow was a step towards developing management strategies, noting 

“it’s like the news cycle, it’s 24/7, it’s relentless, and it’s good to know when you need 

to step back and go, ok, give the brain a break, and then jump in again.”  
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Leanne noted that she adopted three different strategies for managing information 

through her PLN. First, when she serendipitously discovered something of use, she 

would:  

manically start sharing. I'm like the Energizer bunny...share it to this 

person, tweet it to this person, share it on Facebook, save the article, go 

and email everyone that's involved at school and say 'hey, I've just 

found this!'. 

The second was a more targeted information seeking strategy: “I'm quite focused, then, 

I need to find this, and I need this type of person to help me or I need this sort of article 

or I need this sort of resource.” The third strategy was to step away – “I just know I’m 

better off just shutting down and going away and coming back when I have more time.”  

Having recognised different ways of interacting with her PLN enabled Leanne to feel 

more in control of the ways she accessed information, and she concluded that: 

I think because the information is just relentless, we have this...what the 

kids call FOMO” (fear of missing out), “and you just think what if I 

miss something really awesome? You'll never miss something 

awesome, because you can always go find it again. I think that's the 

strategy; what do I want to focus on, or do I really need to be doing this 

right now? Can I walk away?  

Another information management strategy employed by participants was curation or 

saving and organising items of interest so that they were accessible at a more suitable 

time. As Chris said, “The problem with Twitter is that it disappears, you can't find it 

again. If you don't send it somewhere.... it’s poof! gone!” Therefore, she used Pocket, 

a cloud-based bookmarking tool as an information management strategy, to:  
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quickly aggregate information from Twitter…because sometimes I 

don't have time to read it, but it looks really good, or it's come from a 

source that I know is going to give me good info…so I will just dump 

it in my Pocket account and do it later.  

Evan used curation as a strategy to manage information resources. Over time she 

developed boundaries and strategies to limit the flow of information, so that she felt 

that she was accessing the quality information she needed to construct knowledge, 

without being overwhelmed by a flood of random data. Similarly, to save and organise 

information and resources, Anna, Sean, Jas and Morgan, used a number of curation 

tools. These included Diigo, Pinterest and Scoopit, as well as other more general 

applications such as OneNote and Evernote. In contrast, Alex said that while she 

previously used Diigo to manage her information, her frustrations with this and other 

applications led her to give up on this process. She found it more effective to conduct 

a new search when she required information, rather than going through previously 

discovered material she had saved.  

Another information management strategy which emerged was the critical evaluation 

of information. There is the potential for the PLN to become an echo chamber, where 

homophily, or the tendency of like individuals to be drawn together leads to a lack of 

diversity in opinion and perspective (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001; 

Veletsianos & Kimmons, 2012). Stell and Maryanne both mentioned the need to be 

aware of echo chambers within PLNs, however only Maryanne outlined strategies to 

avoid this. Maryanne had concerns about the potential for information to be inaccurate, 

warning that “you can get distorted facts, and a lot of those circular arguments are 

going on. I mean, you think something, and the next thing it comes up over and over 

and over.” To ensure she gathered a balanced view, Maryanne took steps to “break out 
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of those tribes, and those echo chambers to find out what else is going on in the world.” 

She said: 

I might just do Google searches, for stuff to see what comes out, and 

not pick people I know or routes that I might necessarily go down, I 

quite often pick a random podcast. I might look at random hash tags, or 

you know when there is a conference going on somewhere else in the 

world, follow those. 

Managing time 

Actively managing large amounts of information requires effective time management 

strategies. Six of the participants spoke about the potential for the PLN to take as much 

time as the individual was willing to give. Some consciously limited the time spent. 

Sean said “a couple of years back I was just spending so much time there that one night 

my wife even confiscated my iPad. She went and put it away like I was a kid who had 

his Xbox taken off him.” Other participants also reflected that family members noted 

how much time they spent engaging with their PLN, with Anna commenting that 

“there are times when probably your family might say 'oh my god, you're on your that 

phone A LOT!'” and Morgan suggested that “my children would say I’m an addict!” 

A number of participants observed that during the early stages of interacting with their 

PLN, they spent a great deal of time engaging with connections. Jas reflected that  

 
I suppose my early years really inside it were frenetic. And I did so 

much. And I had little children. And I actually worry about that! What 

the hell were you thinking! You had two little kids… and you immersed 

yourself in this thing and you just became absolutely crazy really. 
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The always on, always accessible nature of the PLN led participants to develop 

particular strategies to manage the amount of time they spent engaging online. Alex 

commented a number of times on how she was always looking for new strategies to 

manage her time when engaging with her PLN, saying that “it's a matter of trying to 

keep abreast of a changing situation, but also doing it in a time effective manner.” She 

said that she had experimented with many different strategies to make her interactions 

with her PLN more time effective. These included using the social dashboard 

Hootsuite to draw her various social software networks together, as well as culling her 

network so that there were fewer interactions, of potentially higher quality, relating 

more specifically to her current area of interest. Alex also changed her interaction style 

depending upon the time available to her – during the school term, she limited her 

interactions to purposeful searching and specific problem-solving, whereas during the 

school holidays, when she had more time available, she allowed herself to discover 

different resources serendipitously, moving from connection to connection as her 

interests directed. 

Strategies for minimising distraction or being directed off task are also important while 

engaging in ‘serendipitous’ learning, when time is spent reading and following 

different connections, rather than investigating a particular concept or attempting to 

solve a specific problem. Alex described this as an enjoyable but “rambling sort of 

time,” while Sean said he had to “remind myself you can't live 'in there', because you 

also live in the real world!” and that it is “so easy to follow some of those pathways 

where you find you've gone off on a tangent simply because you find something 

interesting.” To remedy this, Stell described his time management strategy of limiting 

himself to scrolling through no more than three screens of tweets before moving on to 

something else. Chris said that she curated the participants in her network, removing 
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those who shared too prolifically, so that her time was not spent being overwhelmed 

by information from any one source. Jas noted that she had accepted that she spent a 

great deal of time engaging with and accessing information through her PLN, although 

she had made a conscious effort to find balance between the time spent with her online 

colleagues and time given to face to face relationships.  

Managing the network 

In maintaining their PLN, participants paid attention to managing the quality of their 

network using different strategies to find and sustain their connections with other 

individuals and information sources. A few participants viewed their PLN as a 

carefully curated collection of individuals whom they had assessed to be authentic and 

credible, and whose intentions were guided by shared principles and purposes. 

Creating connections with other individuals who share high quality information 

appeared to be important when managing a PLN. Stell and Morgan observed that often 

social platforms such as Twitter were dismissed as avenues for professional learning, 

however, both argued that the learning experience was dependent upon who was 

included within the network. The participants described strategies in which they 

managed their network so that it included connections with individuals and 

information sources that were perceived as contributing to the learning environment.  

One strategy described to discover new connections was to identify a person of 

interest, who shared relevant or innovative content, and to explore that person’s 

network. Chris said during workshops or conferences she might think “I like this 

person, I like the things they are retweeting from other people, so I’ll go on their list, 

to kind of dig around.” She added that she considered “conferences are a good way 

to…get a boost. You follow all these people, and then a month later, you weed out the 
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ones that aren’t actually giving you anything or giving you too much.” In contrast, 

Anna cautioned against following too many people at one time, explaining that “if you 

don't grow it in a small way, you're not making those relationships with people. I think 

if you have too many people and you're not really interacting and not really forming 

any relationships you're not getting that depth out of it.”  

When managing the network, the participants had varied opinions on whether the 

number of connections in a network influenced the quality of the learning experience. 

Sean said that although he had over 5000 followers on Twitter, he managed his 

network by only connecting closely with about ten percent of his network. Morgan 

enjoyed managing a larger PLN. She said “It doesn't matter how many you're 

following...but until you've got a certain number following you, you don't have a 

community. You're sitting there with your phone, or on your computer, and you're not 

really talking to anybody.” In contrast, Alex managed her PLN by limiting it to a much 

smaller number, saying that she had about ten or so people she regularly was in contact 

with during the school term (although this fluctuated as her interests and needs 

changed).  

Managing one’s own digital presence 

Participants said that their experience of learning was also influenced by the role that 

they held within the network, and the management of their own digital presence. 

Managing a digital presence involves decisions regarding personal privacy, and 

professional reputation. Developing a digital presence takes time, and there was 

variation in how explicitly the participants spoke about their own role within the PLN.  

Social technologies can be used for both private and personal purposes to create a 

digital presence. As common social software platforms such as Twitter and Facebook 
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are designed to support a single, verifiable identity, managing personal and 

professional identities as two separate entities requires a strategic approach (Marwick, 

2013). While some participants did not explain how they approached this challenge, 

several shared the varying extents to which they managed this. 

Lou and Maryanne said that their digital presence was a blend of their personal and 

professional identities. In the former, Lou explained that she had established a Pinterest 

account that combined both her personal hobbies and her professional interests. She 

reflected that she wished she had been more strategic in establishing separate accounts, 

as she felt she could not use the account for promotion within the school, as it also 

included boards which were only personally relevant to her. She said that she had tried 

to initiate a separate school account but had felt too “invested” in the initial account to 

bother maintaining the separate spaces. In the latter, Maryanne found that it was too 

difficult to draw a line between the two different personas. She accepted that her 

Facebook account was used for both professional and personal communications and 

recognised that this meant a “certain level of decorum” was required at all times, even 

in private conversations with her children. She did not consider this mix of personal 

and professional as a negative, but it did influence the way she expressed herself within 

this space.  

Participants described differing ways of managing their digital presence in Facebook. 

Evan noted that she used Facebook as a personal space, and had “never been there 

professionally,” while Anna said that although she initially had kept a separation 

between personal and professional, also using Facebook only for family and friends, 

she had recently joined two Facebook groups which were professionally related, thus 

leading to more blending of personal and professional. For Stell and Jo, friends and 
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colleagues were synonymous, and many professional connections were also personal 

friends. Here, managing a digital presence blurred the boundaries between personal 

and professional identities. Stell said: 

Through social media, we started following each other, and then I went 

and met her...and we just got on extremely well and found out we had 

some things in common. And so ever since, we've carried on being very 

close online in that strange, new way that you can be close to somebody 

virtually.  

No participants mentioned drawing a sharp line between personal and professional, 

suggesting that perhaps their identity as teachers is deeply embedded in who they are 

as a person.  

Managing a digital presence also included developing an authentic identity within the 

PLN. Jas, Sean and Maryanne noted the importance of humour, as a way of sharing 

the ‘human’ side of themselves, and their appreciation when others did the same. 

Passing on a joke, making a comment on a funny television program or not taking 

oneself too seriously were all seen as ways to present a rounded online identity. Jas 

tempered this by commenting that she was very conscious of how she maintained her 

digital presence, and while she wished she felt more relaxed about sharing more of her 

personality, she was aware of the need to be: 

absolutely conscious at every step of the way that this is trackable, 

identifiable, potentially career destroying for you if you don't know how 

to handle it and treat it in the way that it needs to be treated. 

Modelling positive behaviours which were admired in other members of the network 

was also seen as a way of offering an authentic, professional digital presence. 
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Maryanne took note of one particularly well known member of her network, 

observing: 

he’s the most humble guy…he always responds, he always likes, he 

always acknowledges your contribution…he’s really respectful, and he 

modelled that behaviour, so now I model that behaviour. 

Learning socially 

Most participants described how they learned socially through their PLN. Although 

the PLN is orchestrated and driven by the individual, the learning experience is 

mediated through connections with others to meet personally defined needs and goals. 

The participants shared different experiences of learning with others, both positive and 

negative, and spoke about types of connections and how they contributed to their 

learning. These responses were gathered through discussions regarding the question 

“How did you go about developing your online PLN?” From the data collected, several 

themes relating to learning socially were evident, describing who learners choose to 

connect with, types of connections present within the teachers’ PLNs, as well as how 

these connections manifested, and how these connections blurred the boundaries 

between online and offline interactions.  

Who are teachers connecting with? 

As PLNs are formed on openly networked social software platforms, those who use 

these avenues for professional learning use strategies to identify which contacts will 

be most useful for social learning within the PLN. As Maryanne pointed out, “anyone 

can join, and it’s very open and very public, and you have no idea who is following 

you, and probably half the time you don’t know who you are following either, but you 

can get your tribe within that.” The concept of tribe featured in several participant’s 
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explanations of their PLN. For Maryanne, tribes were groups who clustered around 

different social learning experiences – “you are in different tribes for different things.” 

Here, the tribe is a way of organising smaller groups within the larger network. For 

others, such as Morgan, the tribe was considered to describe the mass of connections 

gathered within the PLN – “these became my people, as it were – my tribe.” The 

following section outlines the types of people the participants connect with for social 

learning through their PLNs, and the qualities of the connections that are made.  

Connecting with like-minded others 

Finding and connecting with like-minded others was a common experience for eight 

of the participants. The affordances of social technologies meant that the limitations 

of physical location no longer existed, allowing them to search for and find others to 

learn with. As Sean observed: 

If you haven't got like-minded people that you can sit down and have a 

cup of coffee with, then find like-minded people who you can have 

digital coffee with. It's the thing that we're forever preaching to 

students...you know, you are not confined by the walls of your 

classroom, but in my view far too many teachers still allow themselves 

to be confined in their own learning. 

The participants looked for certain attributes when searching for and connecting with 

like-minded others to engage with in social learning. Some were seeking practitioners 

who would challenge their thinking, question their current practice and help them to 

grow by presenting new ideas. Here, the like-mindedness was clustered around a 

similar need and desire to continue learning and pushing oneself. As Leanne said, “my 

PLN is really precious, because it allows me to push those boundaries, and to challenge 

my professional learning.” These teachers were not necessarily seeking agreement, 
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and in some cases, they recognised that constant confirmation of their beliefs limited 

their development. For example, Stell said: 

 I feel like I’m with my people. You know? With the people who 

are...not thinking the same way, because that's like an echo chamber, 

right. But people who are thinking...I guess. And trying to do things 

differently. (emphasis added).  

Again, the idea of social connection and ‘being with my people’ arose, and there was 

the feeling that if you couldn’t find those people with whom you could connect within 

your own offline context, the PLN offered a way to find that ‘tribe’ online.  

Social learning with like-minded individuals was also sought when participants 

engaged with new or different parts of the curriculum and different types of pedagogy. 

Morgan commented that as she was alone in teaching a new iteration of the history 

curriculum, she learnt with a virtual faculty, who provided the types of professional 

conversation, problem solving and feedback she might usually receive from physical 

colleagues in a larger staff. Chris said that she regularly connected with others who 

held the role of technology integrationist at other schools, to seek advice when 

implementing new technology or to discuss different applications she was testing.  

Alex and Jo indicated that they had connections with like-minded colleagues in their 

PLN who were exploring the makerspace movement, another newer area of teaching. 

They found that the advice and experience of others in their PLN who were at similar 

stages of implementation was more targeted than general publications describing these 

technologies and pedagogies. Sean said that he was in contact with teachers who were 

also implementing the new digital technologies curriculum, swapping resources with 

others, while Lou commented that having connections with other teacher librarians 
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enabled her to seek and offer support during a recent systemic rollout of a new library 

management system. Having social learning supports from like-minded teachers who 

were at similar stages of curriculum or pedagogical implementation allowed the 

participants to offer feedback, advice and to share resources. Alex commented that her 

PLN meant that rather than each teacher repeating the same mistakes in isolation, they 

could learn from each other’s experiences. She said: 

Often you get a feel for what other people are using...because there's 

probably hundreds of programs that you can use to design your 3D 

printing...so often I'm looking for people that have tested it...because I 

presume that they will have gone through a couple of different iterations 

and will have eliminated some that they felt didn't work. 

Connections from diverse disciplines 

PLNs enable teachers to learn with others from diverse disciplines. Some participants 

had connections with individuals who had shared purposes, but who did not 

necessarily practice within education. While many of the participants’ connections 

were teachers, participants also connected with individuals from varied working 

backgrounds. These connections could have links to teaching, without being 

practitioners, such as equipment or software vendors, individuals involved in higher 

education, or educational consultants. Others could be drawn from backgrounds with 

little or nothing to do with education. More than one participant said that having 

connections from different contexts created opportunities to see teaching from 

different perspectives, and to become informed in areas which then had flow own 

effects for their classroom practice, their understanding of their role or for the entire 

profession of teaching.  
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Connecting with others who taught in different areas or who held different roles within 

a school was a source of ideas and inspiration which could be adapted for a specific 

context. Anna noted that she had connections with many different teachers beyond the 

teacher librarian space, and that rather than their role, she was drawn to them by their 

creative practice: “they are doing really incredible things with all the same digital tools 

that I like to use so, it didn't matter that they weren't in the library space, because I was 

interested in non-traditional ways of using things, and taking them to the library 

customer.” Chris also said that as a technology integrationist in primary school, she 

discovered many new ideas shared by high school teachers, which she tweaked and 

simplified to suit her younger students.  

Value was also gained by connecting with those who were situated in completely 

different fields. Some participants demonstrated that a multidisciplinary approach to 

learning is possible through an eclectic network, which offered inspiration and 

information from a wide range of sources. Jas said that as her PLN evolved, her 

connections were becoming increasingly diverse, and she followed individuals who 

worked in areas including business, leadership, futures and software development. An 

example Jas gave was her interest in blockchain, as she tried to understand the 

implications this might have for privacy, and the future employment of students. In 

addition to this, Jas had connected with a number of podcast sources. She said: 

the learning that's come from them (is) a form of serendipitous learning 

in lots of ways, in that very often something that I don't think has any 

relevance to something that's happening in my working life...I hear 

something that there's a connective thread to...and it just takes me 

someplace that I didn't think I would go. 
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Authentic (and inauthentic) connections 

The authenticity of connections within the PLN held importance for the quality of the 

professional learning experience of the participants. Almost all negative interactions 

described by the participants were due to some form of inauthentic connection, which 

fell into three categories. The first was when participants accessed or received 

information that was not correct or was ill-informed. The second was when 

participants discovered that contacts had sought them out for reasons other than 

learning. The third category of negative experience occurred when teachers who did 

not have a PLN appeared threatened by participants openly sharing online. Choosing 

or curating connections for the PLN was not always a straight forward process, and 

examples which emphasise the value of authentic connections, and the potential for 

negative interactions as a result of inauthenticity are discussed below.  

Having authentic connections is one way to manage the openness of social software 

platforms, where what is published is not moderated, edited or checked by any second 

party before being shared. Knowing the quality of the source of information may 

inform decisions about whether to trust the accuracy of what is gathered through the 

PLN. Lou said that she sometimes found it difficult to ascertain whether someone who 

was giving advice was qualified or experienced enough to do so. She warned that “you 

can get the wrong information, and you don't always know that the person who's giving 

you the answer is well qualified to give you the answer…there are pitfalls.”  

Evan suggested that seeking corroborating evidence might be one way to overcome 

this, saying:  

I find it actually quite annoying and inexcusable when folks in a faculty 

meeting will say 'the research says...' or 'I know, it's just the current 
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hot'...it's like, that's fine, but just tell me, a few places, so that I can 

construct my own understanding and not just listen to your opinion 

about it. 

Maryanne agreed, saying that being able to research the authenticity of what was 

shared was an important aspect of learning online. She offered strategies to confirm 

validity and accuracy which included investigating the individual’s online presence by 

seeking other evidence of their work or learning more about their professional 

reputation.  

Some participants had also encountered contacts who they felt acted in an inauthentic 

way when they did not use the connections in the PLN for the purposes of personal, 

professional learning. Sean and Evan said that they were sometimes frustrated by those 

whose contributions to the PLN were superficially for the purposes of learning, but 

which had secondary goal of marketing educational resources or programs. Said Evan: 

I will find myself annoyed when I think it's good, because at the 

beginning there's two lines of something, maybe in a blog post or 

something that someone's shared, and then very quickly it devolves into 

'purchase my...' or 'contact me to help you with this.  

Here, the value of authenticity is evident, as the participant was drawn into engaging 

for reasons other than those first suggested. 

 Jas also said that she was wary of “the people who aren't genuine, the people who are 

in it for themselves, for a dual purpose…they're just a bit in it for...where's it going to 

take me?” In these situations, it appeared to be the participants who had a higher profile 

within their PLNs who encountered these types of inauthentic connections. Jas and 

Maryanne both related situations where they felt that others had connected with them 
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not to learn, but as a way of achieving advancement in their own careers. Maryanne 

said, “it's in their interests to maybe follow me, or compliment me, or be nice to me, 

in the thought that perhaps they might get their foot in the door,” while Jas observed 

that “I think there are people who position themselves, and they want you to help them. 

And I know why they want me to help them. And I get to a point where I just think, 

you know, I'm not going to be used by you.”  

PLNs appear to operate on unspoken principles of sharing and reciprocity, and the 

participants considered inauthentic actions to reduce the level of trust within the 

network. Sean emphasised that authenticity was necessary to build quality connections 

with others, saying, “I guess in the end it all comes back to making sure people see 

you as real, as genuine. If you come across as fake, you're not going to get very far.” 

To develop a reputation as authentic and genuine, participants commented on the 

importance of contributing as well as consuming within the PLN, and recommended 

thanking those who have provided information or resources which have proven useful. 

Evan said to consider, “when do you give back, how do you give back. How often do 

you reply to someone saying thanks for sharing that?” Participants preferred actions 

which established an authentic reputation within the PLN.  

Another way to demonstrate authenticity was to acknowledge the source when 

remixing or re-distributing content. As Anna said, “steal like an artist”, referring to the 

adage that there is no original work, just work that has been stolen and attributed 

appropriately (Kleon, 2012). Sean also regarded this as an important open practice. He 

explained that if someone liked something he was not the original creator of, he would 

say “hey, you should follow (name). He’s the person I got that idea from.” He added 
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“I think that whenever you do that, people will see you as a genuine part of the network. 

That you’re not just there to steal ideas.” 

In contrast, Stell said that previous work colleagues had accused him of being 

inauthentic, when they made a “claim that having a PLN, and that being on Twitter is 

all about self-promotion.” He went on to say: 

that's when the competitiveness comes into it. And they think you're 

doing it to make your students look better than their students...You're 

not doing it to make your students look better than their students and 

therefore you better than them. That's such an awful simplistic 

interpretation of it. 

This was similar to an observation made by Morgan, who found sharing online to be a 

natural part of learning, “Whereas some people think oh, if I let you have that...oh, 

your kids are going to get better marks than my kids...oh...what am I going to do?” She 

added “I just don't understand the mentality...I sort of see it more we're all on the same 

side.” Authentically and openly contributing online for the purposes of professional 

learning appeared to challenge those who may be threatened by sharing their practice 

publicly. However, for most of the participants, it formed an essential foundation for 

their PLN to be successful.  

Types of connections 

Participants observed different types of connections within their PLNs. The concept 

of having close connections with whom they regularly interacted, and other, looser 

connections where the communication was generally one way, shaped several 

participants’ PLN models. Sean described his large network as having an “inner circle” 

with whom he was in regular contact via Twitter, as well as a larger group of 
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connections with whom he shared similar interests. Beyond this were what he 

described as the “lurkers.” Those “who are there, and they’re keenly interested in what 

you may be doing, but they don’t necessarily relate that to you via Twitter itself or any 

other platforms.” 

This idea of maintaining one-way associations with some and having close, reciprocal 

connections with others was also evident in how Stell and Jas discussed their PLN. 

The nature of the PLN is that it is possible for one to not know who is using information 

that has been shared publicly via social software channels. Therefore, most one-way 

connections were those characterised by the participant accessing information or 

resources from others. In many cases there was no direct communication between the 

participant and the person sharing the content, although they might know of the person, 

based upon their reputation for sharing high quality content. Stell identified several 

individuals who contribute “things that you read, or watch, or listen to that just take 

you from one place to another. I suppose…we're talking about the one-way people.” 

In these one-directional relations, Stell saw himself as a sponge, absorbing the learning 

without necessarily contributing anything in return. Anna also identified Facebook 

groups where she maintained mostly one-way connections, describing one group as 

having “amazing people, all sorts of people, but I observe more, and dip in 

periodically, I don’t post there.” Jas used Tweetdeck to follow 

certain people…I will have them marked as their own column, just that 

person, and I'll read every single thing they tweet. Everything. Because 

I know what they tweet is good. And I don't want to miss it. 

These one-way connections were often with individuals who were very well known 

by teachers who develop PLNs, and whom I have labelled network stars in Chapter 6. 
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These individuals have many followers and share what is considered to be high quality 

content, relatively prolifically. 

The type of connection, whether one-way or two-way, influenced the participants’ 

experience of professional learning through the PLN. Lou said that beyond the local 

email list-serv, “there's not a whole lot of interaction, it's more me getting things, or 

finding things, and using it personally.” She described how she used one-way 

connections in her PLN as a source of information and content, rather than as an 

interactive network where dialogue occurred. In contrast, Morgan valued two-way 

connections which involve consuming and contributing. She said that she: 

chuckle(s) about my colleague who just follows people and doesn't 

tweet anything...like you're not really involved in a conversation...and 

so if you take it back to its basics, you're not doing anything different 

to if I hand you a written book, and you take it away and read it. 

The capacity to transform one-way connections to two-way communications if so 

desired differentiates the PLN from other sources of learning for some teachers.  

Two-way connections played an important role for many of the participants. For Anna, 

“those personal connections are really important, and that's what makes it a PLN really. 

It's the relationships and the connections.” Taking time to get to know individuals 

within the network enhanced her learning, so that “it's just like having a professional 

relationship or a friendship.” Maryanne took this sense of close connection further, by 

describing what she called her personal board. The personal board was constructed of 

very close connections, and Maryanne used the private channels provided by Twitter 

or Facebook to connect with these people to seek coaching or mentoring. She said, 

“that's where you would have more private conversations where people might push 
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you in your learning and your thinking but they wouldn't do it publicly, because it 

wouldn't look good.”  

Two-way connections were often characterised by shared purpose or interests, and 

were either based upon an ongoing relationship, or existed only temporarily. The 

flexibility of these connections reflected the changing nature of the PLN, and was 

demonstrated by Alex, who said, “I was having trouble getting that working and it 

turned into a conversation...it's like you come together on certain things of interest, 

and then...then that stops...for the time that you're both interested and you're learning 

from each other, and then you move on.” The reciprocity of two-way connections also 

helps extend the PLN, and this reciprocity could be based upon the value of what is 

being shared rather than a personal friendship. As Stell commented, “whenever I put 

something out she shares it, and whenever she puts something out, I share it. I may 

never meet her, because I don't really have any plans to go to the States.”  

Conclusion 

From this cross case analysis, three major themes have emerged. The participants 

interacting with professional learning through a PLN shared experiences associated 

with what and why they learn (learning purposefully), how they learn (learning 

strategically) and with whom they learn (learning socially). Although each participant 

approached their PLN to meet personal and contextual goals, these similarities in 

experience provide insight into the skills and capacities needed for effective 

engagement with PLNs. The findings also provide evidence for how teachers might 

best use their PLNs, and the reasons why a PLNs might offer transformative 

professional learning on several levels. Having presented the findings of this research, 
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I now discuss their implications in Chapter 8, and suggest ways that the PLN may offer 

teachers a transformative approach to professional learning.  
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Chapter 8: Learning as a connected professional through the PLN 

Introduction  

This chapter discusses the findings described in Chapters 5,6 and 7. My research set 

out to investigate how teachers experience professional learning through personal 

learning networks. Therefore, in this chapter I interpret my findings in light of the 

existing professional learning literature, and through the lens of networked learning, 

connectivism and connected learning.  

In this chapter I introduce the model of learning as a connected professional. This 

model synthesises the study’s findings to conceptualise how teachers engage with 

professional learning through PLNs across multiple contexts and for multiple 

purposes. This evidence based model is underpinned by networked learning, 

connectivism and connected learning. Through this model I introduce three arenas of 

professional learning – pedagogical, personal and public. The model presents the 

characteristics of teacher as learner and describes the qualities of a PLN which may 

lead to this experience. It proposes that teachers who engage with professional learning 

through a PLN may experience learning as connected professionals. Learning as a 

professional through a PLN was different for each participant in this case study. I 

describe these variations of experience through the practices of linking, stretching or 

amplifying. Thus, the model of learning as a connected professional presents a multi-

faceted way to understand the experience of professional learning which is enabled 

through the PLN.  

In the following sections, first introduce the whole model. Next, I explain the possible 

variations in teachers’ experience of learning as a professional, through the actions of 
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linking, stretching or amplifying. Then I discuss each element of the model in turn, 

beginning with the arenas of professional learning. I follow this with a discussion of 

the characteristics that teachers as learners demonstrate and finally the qualities 

evident in PLNs.  

The model of learning as a connected professional 

The model of learning as a connected professional is depicted in Figure 8.1. It 

incorporates three inter-related elements: the arenas of professional learning, the 

teacher as learner and the PLN. The model elaborates on existing understandings of 

professional learning. As I explain in this section, the model represents a complex, 

multi-faceted experience of professional learning which draws upon the theoretical 

foundations of connectivism, networked learning and connected learning. This is a 

new concept in professional learning for teachers, which I explore in detail through 

this chapter. 

 

Figure 8.1. Model of learning as a connected professional through a PLN. 
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Variations in experience - Linking, stretching and amplifying 

The findings suggest that teachers’ experience of learning as a connected professional 

through a PLN is highly personal, depending upon their individual learning purposes, 

characteristics as a learner and the structure of their PLN. I conceptualise the variations 

of these learning experiences as linking, stretching and amplifying. These concepts are 

presented in Figure 8.2. These concepts do not indicate a measure of the quality of 

professional learning, or the capability of the teacher, but rather describe the practices 

teachers undertake that contribute to their whole learning experience. As evident 

through this research, teachers often move between linking, stretching and amplifying 

according to personal need, desire and capacity. Therefore, the concepts linking, 

stretching and amplifying describe learning practices which are generally iterative 

rather than linear.  

Linking, stretching and amplifying practices recur in various ways across all three 

elements of the model, and represent the key characteristics of the experience of 

learning as a connected professional. Linking is driven by a practical problem solving 

approach, as the teacher connects effectively and efficiently with people or resources 

Figure 8.2. The variation in learning experiences is described as linking, stretching and amplifying. 
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to meet immediate or near future professional learning needs. Stretching is associated 

with discovery, expansion of the network and curiosity. Amplifying involves active 

contribution, creativity and knowledge formation, as well as collaborative co-

construction, and remixing or redistribution of information and resources.  

Linking, stretching and amplifying practices describe the ways that teachers engage 

with learning as a connected professional. Therefore, when discussing the model, I use 

the terms linking, stretching and amplifying to indicate the flexible and constantly 

changing ways that teachers may use within their PLNs to meet their professional 

learning needs.  

The arenas of professional learning 

Professional learning through a PLN creates opportunities for teachers to experience 

rich learning across pedagogical, personal and public arenas. These arenas are the 

spaces in which teachers enhance their pedagogical knowledge and practice, develop 

perceptions of themselves and others as teachers, and contribute to the wider teaching 

profession and beyond. Learning as a connected professional can occur in some or all 

of the three arenas. Professional learning is richest when teachers engage in all three 

arenas, as depicted in Figure 8.3.
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Figure 8.3 The three arenas of professional learning. 

 
Teachers who engage with their PLNs can access different types of learning for a range 

of purposes across three arenas. Teachers engage with the pedagogical arena to 

enhance content knowledge and practice. The pedagogical arena represents 

professional learning that extends or improves teachers’ content or curricular 

knowledge or their pedagogical practice. Professional learning occurring within the 

pedagogical arena is associated with teachers’ day to day core business of teaching. 

Teachers engage with the personal arena to develop knowledge of self as a 

professional. The personal arena represents professional learning associated with how 

teachers perceive themselves as professionals and as practitioners. Through 

professional learning in the personal arena, teachers receive support, encouragement, 

advice and feedback as they navigate the role of teacher and how they see themselves 

enacting it. Teachers engage with the public arena to contribute to, and advocate for 

the learning of other professionals. The public arena represents professional learning 
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involving transformative knowledge construction, which is publicly shared for the 

benefit of the network. Through professional learning in the public arena, teachers 

develop and maintain a well-established presence within the PLN and take a 

participatory role in creating and distributing opinions, experiences and new 

knowledge which informs the learning of others. Table 8.1 summarises how the 

purposes of professional learning identified previously in Chapter 7 drive teachers’ 

learning across the three arenas.  

Table 8.1 
Purpose of professional learning according to professional learning arena 

 The pedagogical arena The personal arena The public arena 

Purpose of 

learning 

Solving day to day 

problems 

Staying up to date 

Collaborating and 

consulting with others to 

expand pedagogical 

and/or content knowledge 

Collaborating and 

consulting with others to 

share the experiences of 

being a teacher 

Seeking and offering 

collegial support, 

feedback and advice 

which inform perception 

of self as teacher 

Undertaking and sharing 

outcomes of knowledge 

construction through 

research within the PLN 

Contributing to the 

professional learning of 

others by distributing and 

sharing widely 

 

Teachers who experience more than one professional learning arena engage with their 

PLN to meet different learning purposes. They move between the arenas flexibly and 

fluently, in response to their own needs and the unpredictable nature of the network. 

During a single interaction with their PLN, teachers have the capacity to meet more 

than one learning purpose. For example, Stell said that in sharing descriptions of his 

pedagogical practice, he felt that he was contributing to the learning of others (the 

public arena), but also building his self-confidence as a teacher by receiving feedback 
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from others (the personal arena). This demonstrates the complexity of professional 

learning that teachers might experience through their PLN. It contrasts with traditional 

models of professional development, which focus mainly on transmitting 

decontextualized information to meet externally identified training needs (Webster-

Wright, 2009). 

The pedagogical arena - Enhancing content knowledge and practice 

The pedagogical arena is the space in which teachers extend and enhance their content 

knowledge and pedagogical practice. When experiencing learning within the 

pedagogical arena, teachers relate their learning through their PLN to the work they 

do within their own classrooms, or within the context of their school. In the 

pedagogical arena teachers update and refresh their knowledge and seek advice and 

further support when implementing curricular or pedagogical change. This learning is 

associated with the teacher’s current activities, as exemplified by Charlie: 

I basically connected with her on Twitter…and she shared her…whole 

program on this particular topic, which ended up being quite applicable 

to a program that we want to develop in our school for a very similar 

age range that she's working with. 

In the pedagogical arena, teachers link, stretch or amplify their professional learning 

through a variety of practices. 

•  Linking - teachers engage with simple question and answer interactions to 

resolve technical queries or identify appropriate resources. 
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• Stretching - teachers use their PLN as a source of inspiration and 

innovation, updating their practice and introducing new pedagogical 

approaches.  

• Amplifying -teachers work with their connections synchronously and 

asynchronously to conduct inquiry or research, and to create new 

knowledge in the design of curriculum or pedagogy.  

Within the pedagogical arena, professional learning through a PLN may take many 

forms, depending upon the type of learning the teacher requires at the time. Many of 

these learning experiences have been identified within professional learning literature, 

and have been categorised by Kennedy (2014b) as discussed in Chapter Two. The 

models of CPD (continued professional development) identified by Kennedy are 

situated in a spectrum of three categories – transmissive, malleable and transformative 

professional learning (2014b). These categories align with the practices of linking, 

stretching and amplifying identified in my study and are summarised in Table 8.2. 
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Table 8.2 
Learning experiences in the pedagogical arena aligned with Kennedy's models of CPD 

Pedagogical arena: enhancing content knowledge and pedagogical practice 

Models of CPD Description of CPD models (Kennedy, 

2014b) 

Range of professional learning 

experiences (This study) 

Transmissive Drawing on a skills-based view of 

teaching where information is delivered to 

the teacher, who is considered a passive 

receiver (Kennedy, 2014b; Sachs, 2011) 

Linking: teachers link with others for 

professional learning to meet current or 

near future needs. Learning focuses on 

gathering information or content for 

classroom practice. 

Malleable Encompasses models of professional 

learning which may be “used to different 

ends depending on the intended (or 

unintended?) purpose(s)” (Kennedy, 

2014b, p. 692). The goal of the learning 

experience determines the amount of 

autonomy and agency of the teacher.  

Stretching: teachers stretch their 

professional learning opportunities 

(depending upon levels of autonomy and 

agency) to connect with others and to 

remix and repurpose learning according to 

current and perceived future needs. 

Transformative Transformative professional learning 

models feature high levels of professional 

autonomy and teacher agency, and may 

include collaborative professional inquiry 

(Kennedy, 2014b).  

Amplifying: teachers amplify their 

learning by undertaking high levels of 

interactivity and collaboration to create 

new knowledge which enhances their own 

and others’ knowledge and practice. 

Adapted from Kennedy (2014b) 

Transmissive learning is characterised by traditional professional development, 

drawing on a skills-based view of teaching where information is delivered to the 

teacher, who is considered a passive receiver (Kennedy, 2014b; Sachs, 2011). 

Although a dominant mode of professional learning, transmissive models have been 

found to be less authentic and effective in creating teacher change (Darling-Hammond 

& Richardson, 2009; Sachs, 2011; Webster-Wright, 2009). However, there are times 



260 
 

when teachers need immediate information regarding content knowledge or 

pedagogical strategies, or technical advice to resolve a technological issue. 

Transmissive professional learning in the pedagogical arena occurs when teachers seek 

solutions to day to day problems, by posing questions to the PLN, seeking simple or 

technical solutions. When teachers practice linking in this way, they access a skills 

based learning experience as they ask a question, seeking the delivery of an answer 

from someone in a more expert position (Kennedy, 2014a). For instance, Lou said that 

she accessed her PLN frequently when she took on a new role in the school library – 

“it was really good for advice and introductory things that you wouldn't necessarily 

know how to do when you walked into the library.” Transmitting information from 

one node to another is a practical aspect of the connectivity of a PLN, and day to day 

problem solving is efficiently managed through technology that affords rapid 

exchange. 

Malleable professional learning experiences encompass models of professional 

learning which may be “used to different ends depending on the intended (or 

unintended?) purpose(s)” (Kennedy, 2014b, p. 692). The goal of the learning 

experience determines the amount of autonomy and agency the teacher has. Many of 

the professional learning experiences through the PLN in the pedagogical arena are 

malleable, as the teacher stretches to connect with other people and resources 

according to their needs. Each teacher has their own reasons for engaging with their 

PLN to enhance their content knowledge and pedagogical practice, and their own 

learning intentions. For example, Alex and Morgan sought efficient ways to overcome 

their temporal and geographical limitations to stay up to date and engage with dialogue 

and consultation about pedagogical and curriculum developments. Alex commented: 
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I'm looking for something quick to teach, easy for a range of ages, and 

engaging; so often I'm looking for people that have tested it…because 

I presume that they will have gone through a couple of different 

iterations, and then eliminated some that they felt didn't work. 

In such a situation, teachers experience malleable professional learning that lies more 

closely in alignment with transmissive learning, where information is sourced from 

one who is considered to have greater expertise or experience. The difference between 

this and a completely transmissive experience is that in this scenario, teachers often 

interact through these connections. For example, Alex contacted a leading author in 

the field of Makerspaces: 

Laura Fleming, who wrote Worlds of Making…I've followed her, we've 

had a few little discussions, or I've asked, 'how do you do this?' it's like 

you come together on certain things of interest, and then that stops. For 

the time that you're both interested and you're learning from each other, 

and then you move on to the next thing. 

In contrast, Jas and Anna, used their PLN to stay up to date and to collaborate and 

consult with others, however they sought greater levels of creativity and innovation, 

stretching their learning by expanding their networks beyond the field of education to 

investigate completely new ways of seeing teaching and learning. Jas was able to 

create connections with individuals who share her interests in artificial intelligence and 

blockchain, which may have far reaching influences on education. Anna looked to 

connections in the business world to seek non-traditional ways of innovating her 

practice. Here, the malleable professional learning is closer in purpose to 

transformative learning than transmissive experiences, as Jas and Anna are applying 

greater agency in seeking creative and innovative connections to re-imagine their 
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pedagogy (Sachs, 2011). Although all four participants used similar tools within their 

PLN and shared comparable interests, their experiences diverged. This divergence is 

indicative of malleable professional learning through a PLN. It also demonstrates how 

professional learning through a PLN may be highly catalytic – intrinsically motivated 

and entrenched within the immediate teaching needs of the individual (Lloyd & Davis, 

2018). 

Transformative professional learning models feature high levels of professional 

autonomy and teacher agency, and include collaborative professional inquiry 

(Kennedy, 2014b). When teachers feel empowered to engage with others to create new 

knowledge through teacher-led professional learning, transformative teaching and 

learning emerges (Baker-Doyle, 2017). Opportunities also exist for professional 

learning through a PLN to be transformative. Within the pedagogical arena, 

participants including Evan and Maryanne described professional learning experiences 

where they were amplifying their learning in a way that is transformative for 

themselves and others. Their learning through their PLNs was transformative when 

working with their connections to co-create new content and knowledge, using a 

combination of research strategies across different social technologies. Teacher 

initiated inquiry such as this is considered a highly effective method of professional 

learning (Bell et al., 2012; Cordingley, 2015; Timperley et al., 2007). When the 

participants of this research initiated inquiry through their PLN, they made use of 

specialist expertise, peer support and collaboration through professional dialogue, and 

embedded these interactions within their day to day practice. Through their PLN, 

Maryanne and Evan were engaging with amplifying practices in their professional 

learning. They connected with research, interacted with the authors of that research 

and with other experts within their fields of interest and used the affordances of social 
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technologies to curate, remix and co-construct new content. They then shared the new 

content with their networks. Evan described the process:  

You can actually see over time where I've bounced back and forth ideas 

with folks, emerging from Twitter hashtags, and then moving into a 

conference or something, but then emerging into more formal articles. 

Transmissive, malleable and transformative professional learning experiences each 

play a role within the pedagogical arena. In Table 8.3 I demonstrate how these 

approaches relate to linking, stretching and amplifying, thereby describing a variety of 

professional learning experiences. This table illustrates how it is possible to interact 

within the pedagogical arena through practices which are linking, as interactivity is 

limited to simple transactions dealing with immediate pedagogical questions or issues. 

Professional learning experiences which involve stretching or amplifying practices 

may also occur within the pedagogical arena. 
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Table 8.3 
Professional learning experiences through a PLN in the pedagogical arena 

Teachers’ 

practices: 

Professional learning in the pedagogical 

arena occurs through: 

Professional 

learning is 

experienced 

as: * 

Outcomes 

experienced 

include: ** 

Linking Linking to others for everyday problem 

solving, asking and answering questions of 

a technical or practical nature. 

Transmissive Retooling: 

improved teaching 

skills 

Stretching Stretching network to include new 

connections to stay up to date with 

pedagogical and curricula changes.  

Designing or redesigning pedagogical 

approaches or curricula. 

Malleable Remodelling and 

revitalising: 

updating or 

implementing new 

content knowledge 

or pedagogical 

skills 

Amplifying Amplifying new knowledge through 

collaborative inquiry and research.  

Transformative Reimagining: 

production of new 

knowledge 

* based on Kennedy (2014b) 

** based on Sachs (2011) 

This table indicates how enhancing content knowledge and pedagogical practice is a 

complex process with different approaches needed at different times. The PLN may 

offer experiences that balance “generative visions of teacher professional learning 

and technical-rational, auditable notions of ‘professional development’ both of which 

are simultaneously in play” (Mockler, 2013, p. 35).  

The personal arena - Enhancing knowledge of self as a professional 

Within the personal arena teachers enhance their knowledge of self as a professional 

through interactions mediated by their PLN, thus extending beyond the content 

knowledge and practice of the pedagogical arena. Through connections to people and 
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resources, the process of seeking and constructing understandings involves not just the 

transfer or construction of knowledge, but also the shaping of the learner within the 

context of the network (Mockler, 2013; Wenger, 1998, 2010).  

In the personal arena, learning extends beyond the school context, to embrace personal 

understandings within the broader context of the education profession. It is evident in 

my research findings that the personal arena is a significant element of professional 

learning experienced through PLNs. All but three participants gave examples of how 

interactions with connections through their PLNs assisted them in formulating or 

expanding their sense of self within the teaching profession.  

Not all experiences of the personal arena were the same. Experiences of professional 

learning in the personal arena may be described through interactions and practices 

which are linking, stretching and amplifying learning. Examples of teachers' practices 

of linking, stretching and amplifying are listed below: 

• Linking- teachers interact with others who are similar, finding validation 

and support through common experiences and perspectives. 

• Stretching -teachers offer feedback, engaging through reciprocity and 

broadening their perspectives by connecting more widely enhances their 

sense of self as an educator.  

• Amplifying -teachers contribute their thoughts, expertise and reflections 

for others to benefit, drawing on their sense of support within the network 

to confidently share with others.  

Engaging in learning in the personal arena requires individuals to expose their 

thoughts, opinions and beliefs in a way that makes them more vulnerable. The 
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participants did this to different extents, according to the depth of information they 

were willing to share with the network. As Jas says, “I think those moments where 

people share their humanity in those spaces, I think they're the moments I really 

like, too. When people actually just let you know what's actually happening.” Sean 

offered insight into the value of humour, commenting that “if I come across a 

really funny picture or a really funny tweet, I just have to retweet it, just because 

it amuses me. But it also makes people see that you're real.”  

Opening oneself to vulnerability and sharing personal experiences and aspects of 

personality creates the authentic connections where individuals may feel safer to 

take risks and invite innovation and change (Baker-Doyle, 2017). Such 

interactions seem to contribute to personal professional learning that is generative 

and transformative (Baker-Doyle, 2017; Lieberman, 1995; Little, 1993; Mockler, 

2013; Webster-Wright, 2009). The range of professional learning experiences 

evident within the personal arena of professional learning is described in Table 

8.4.  
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Table 8.4 
Professional learning experiences through a PLN in the personal arena 

Teachers’  

practices: 

Professional learning in the personal arena 
occurs through: 

Outcomes 
experienced include: 

Linking 
Placing limits on personal information shared, 
instead choosing to seek validation through 
commonality of experience. 

Self-confidence 
Openness to others 

Stretching 
Engaging through reciprocity, feedback and 
advice, expanding sense of self as educator. 

Self-confidence 
Empathy 
Openness to others 
Clearer sense of self 

Amplifying 

Presenting an authentic representation of self 
across all parts of the PLN. 
Drawing on sense of support and established 
relations to experiment and innovate. 
Openly sharing personal reflections. 

Self-confidence 
Empathy 
Reflexivity 
Openness to others 
Positive sense of self 

 
Outcomes and personal attributes developed within the personal arena 

As evidenced by the participants’ reflections, teachers may experience a variety of 

personally meaningful outcomes when learning through PLNs. Through linking, 

stretching or amplifying their learning, participants experienced a more positive sense 

of self, a sense of support and solidarity within the network and access to a range of 

different perspectives. Experiencing these outcomes enabled the participants to 

enhance personal attributes including self-confidence, capacity for reflection and 

empathy, which they considered to be important in their professional lives. Each of 

these outcomes is considered in greater detail below, then summarised in Table 8.5. 

A positive sense of self and greater self confidence 
Having the agency to move beyond isolated experiences of teaching to collaborate and 

interact with others through their PLN creates opportunities to develop a clearer and 

more positive sense of self as a teacher. Developing self-confidence and a more 
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positive self-image encourages teachers to explicitly value their expertise, and to 

continue to expand their perspectives and knowledge of practice (Smith, 2017). 

Several participants, including Morgan, Stell and Leanne, found that professional 

learning in the personal arena helped them to increase their self-confidence. As 

Morgan noted in Table 8.5, sometimes timely interactions can offer validation and a 

personal boost when spirits are flagging.  

Boosting self-confidence may also come through having the opportunity to express 

professional opinions to a broad audience. The openly networked structure of the PLN 

creates low barriers to entry and the potential for individuals to identify shared 

purposes based on interest rather than role (Ito et al., 2013). This means that it is 

possible for teachers to go beyond traditional hierarchies and contribute to global 

conversations with diverse individuals.  

The benefits of learning in the personal arena was made evident by the comments and 

observations of Leanne and Stell, who both expanded their sense of self confidence 

through interactions with others. Leanne commented that participating in professional 

conversations with others within her PLN led to feelings of validation which enhanced 

her self-confidence. Being able to mentor many others by sharing her knowledge and 

experience helped her overcome her initial shyness: “I know I have a lot, but I don't 

think I have a lot...now I’m sharing stuff, I'm owning it, and I'm going, actually, it's 

not so bad, and people think it's kind of cool.” Stell found that being able to connect 

with like-minded individuals and discuss his ideas gave him the confidence to take 

risks with new pedagogies and practices. Rather than being limited to the teaching 

approaches accepted in his immediate context, being able to consult with leading 

practitioners internationally provided the impetus to initiate change. He says:  
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it (the PLN) makes you feel not alone. And when you don't feel alone 

as an educator you have the confidence to try new things. So, the first 

way it's affected me as an educator is just giving me that feeling of not 

being isolated. And as a result, pushing myself.  

 
Feeling supported and enhanced personal critical reflection 

Articulating and publicly sharing professional practice was easier for participants 

when they felt supported within their PLN. Participants commented that interacting 

with their PLN challenged them to grow as reflective practitioners, as they shared their 

thoughts and opinions through professional discussions in supportive spaces including 

online forums and blogging. As described in Table 8.5, Stell noted how responding to 

others’ feedback and questions about practice he shared publicly gave him 

opportunities to reflect on what he was doing and why. Morgan also described how 

she felt supported knowing that she could seek feedback and clarification on 

professional reflections, and Jas observed that her blogging “started off being quite 

short, sharp, sharing little posts about things and it became far more reflective. I didn't 

want to write unless I had something to say.” When teachers feel supported enough to 

share their critical reflections publicly, they are contributing to the body of knowledge 

available to others by offering a window into their practice and thinking, as well as 

enhancing their own professional learning in the personal arena.  

Broader perspectives and greater empathy 
Having a window into the practice and thinking of others also allows teachers to 

broaden their own perspectives of how the role of teacher may best be enacted. The 

capacity to connect beyond geographic, temporal and ideological boundaries enabled 

participants to explore the experiences, opinions and expertise of colleagues, 

disciplinary experts and individuals from fields other than their own, including 



270 
 

business and technology. Being able to see beyond the immediate context, and into the 

working lives of other practitioners led to greater empathy and collegial connection. 

These personal attributes were features of the experience of professional learning in 

the personal arena for a number of participants.  

Developing empathy and a stronger sense of connection with her colleagues was the 

experience of Anna, as noted in Table 8.5. She said that through the connections in her 

PLN, she was able to better understand other teachers’ opinions, because she had a 

greater knowledge of the variety of contexts her colleagues were working within. 

Teachers who have empathy for colleagues and who are able to engage with the 

complexity of how teaching is practiced across different contexts may be more likely 

to be transformative teachers. Drawing on the “massive cross-pollination” enabled by 

the PLN, which was described by Stell, encourages teachers to see themselves not as 

technicians, but as professionals (Baker-Doyle, 2017). 
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Table 8.5 
Outcomes and personal attributes experienced within the personal arena  

Outcomes and personal 

attributes 
Participant example 

Positive sense of self 

and self-confidence 

I find it (interacting with the PLN) very uplifting. It's affirming. 

And I guess it reinforces your sense of self. You know, some 

days you have those days and you wonder why you're doing 

what you do, because who cares? And then there'll just be one 

little line on something and you go, that's why I'm doing it. I just 

needed that! Thank you! Morgan 

Feeling supported and 

enhanced capacity for 

critical reflection 

I was a teacher pushing my own boundaries, and sharing what I 

did, and getting feedback from people saying: ‘well, what's the 

purpose of that, or how did you do that, or why are you doing 

that?’ And so...it becomes a reflection tool...because you're not 

alone. Stell 

Broader perspectives 

and empathy 

I think it's really helped with how I interact with all of those 

people that are in my peer group of colleagues, if you like. It's 

much easier to meet them where they are, than other things that 

I've used before. I just think you just get so many more points of 

view, and I've found that I'm feeling a little bit more accepting of 

most of them...now and you know, you don't always agree with 

everybody, and that's the thing too…you don't have to take part 

in that chat if it’s something that you think is passé, or whatever, 

you just go and look at something else. Anna 

 
When interacting within the personal arena of professional learning through a PLN, 

connections with other professionals creates a convergence of personal and 

professional experience, diverse contexts and knowledge sharing which extends 

beyond the pedagogical arena. At this point of convergence, teachers reflect on how 

their learning shapes their sense of self in view of what others from similar and diverse 

contexts have shared. 



272 
 

The public arena - Contributing to and advocating for the learning of other 
professionals 

The public arena extends beyond the pedagogical and personal arenas and involves 

professional learning experiences that openly contribute to the field of education in 

general. Professional learning in the public arena involves contributing to and 

advocating for the learning of other professionals. Publicly sharing evidence of 

teaching and learning, thereby opening windows into different contexts, enables some 

teachers to realise amplifying learning opportunities beyond their own local context. 

Sharing and interacting through the PLN creates the potential for others to see the 

interests, practice and expertise of teachers in ways not previously possible. In making 

their practice public, teachers can learn from, and with others, in a transparent way that 

is welcomed in an era of increased accountability (Fullan, Rincón-Gallardo, & 

Hargreaves, 2015; Hargreaves, 2000; Lieberman & Pointer Mace, 2010). 

Those who experience professional learning within the public arena enjoy several 

outcomes in addition to the expansion of pedagogical knowledge and the development 

of sense of self as a teacher. Thus, some participants spoke about rewards which they 

felt may have occurred in part due to their presence within their PLNs, and the positive 

public representation this created. Among these advantages were personal career 

growth and opportunities to contribute and advocate to the profession at large.  

The professional learning that occurs within the public arena may be in the form of 

career development or opportunities to expand practice beyond the immediate school 

context. Several participants, including Jas, Sean and Stell referred to how their career 

had developed in a positive way through their interactions with connections in their 

PLN. Jas and Sean described how new employers were able to gain insight into the 

quality of their practice and expertise due to the evidence base that develops through 
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participation with a PLN. Here, the visibility afforded by social technologies enabled 

Jas and Sean’s innovative and exemplary practice to lead to promotion. These new 

positions led to learning opportunities that otherwise may not have been afforded them 

in their previous employment.  

Experiences of learning in the public arena appear to depend upon the reputation of 

the individual within the PLN, which can arise through engagement in professional 

learning in the pedagogical and personal arenas. The participants who amplified their 

learning within the public arena were also the individuals who experienced learning 

across all three professional learning arenas. Engagement in the public arena therefore 

appears to be the most visible type of professional learning through the PLN. This 

visibility develops incrementally, and the experiences of learning in the public arena 

build over time. Table 8.6 presents a summary of the range of professional learning 

practices within the public arena of professional learning. 
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Table 8.6 
Professional learning experiences through a PLN in the public arena 

Teachers’  

practices: 

Professional learning in the public 

arena occurs through 
Outcomes experienced include: 

Linking 

recognising the professional capital of 

other individuals within the network. 

following ‘network stars’ to access high 

quality information and resources. 

access to high quality information and 

learning experiences from network 

stars.  

Stretching 

developing their reputation within the 

PLN through increased interactions and 

contributions. 

an increase in the number of 

individuals becoming connected to 

them through the PLN. 

an increase in the influence and/or 

distribution of contributions made to 

PLN.  

Amplifying 

maintaining a well-established presence 

within PLN and beyond, based upon an 

evidence base of high quality practice 

and content knowledge shared through 

the PLN. 

contributing thoughts and opinions 

which inform the learning of others. 

greater opportunities for career 

development. 

opportunities to share knowledge and 

expertise beyond PLN and to promote 

and advocate for contemporary 

education in public forums 

 
Professional learning in the public arena centres around amplification. Those who 

amplify their professional learning in the public arena are what Baker-Doyle (2017) 

describes as transformative teachers. Transformative teachers share their thoughts, 

expertise and experience publicly, using the affordances of social technologies to 

contribute to and expand collective teacher knowledge and agency. In doing so, 

transformative teachers are developing their own professional capital and the 

professional capital of the education sector. Professional capital is defined as 
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“resources, investments and assets that make up, define and develop a profession and 

its practice” (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012, p. 92). It nurtures professional growth, 

collegial support and innovation (Baker-Doyle, 2017), and consists of three types of 

capital – human, social and decisional capital. Some participants leveraged all three 

types of capital, resulting in amplified professional learning experiences that enriched 

their own knowledge and practice, and contributed to the teaching profession at large. 

Teachers who amplify their professional learning in the public arena participate within 

their networks, drawing on the first element of professional capital, human capital. 

Human capital consists of the talents, skills and experience which teachers share with 

others (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). Some participants took advantage of the 

affordances of social technologies to share their talents, skills and experience beyond 

their classroom walls (Lieberman, 2017; Lieberman & Pointer Mace, 2010). For 

example, Stell created blog posts, podcasts and annotated photos and videos with his 

network, discussing and demonstrating his practice, and describing his pedagogical 

approaches. Sean constructed infographics and tutorials informing his network of new 

educational technology and ways to creatively embed different tools within teaching 

practice.  

Through making their expertise transparent to diverse connections within their PLN, 

teachers can raise their levels of social capital, which is the second element of 

professional capital. Social capital is considered to be the collection of resources that 

may develop from sustained relations with others (Rheingold, 2012). Those who 

contribute feedback, dialogue, exemplars and resources may generate higher levels of 

social capital, which in turn may influence the quantity and quality of relationships 

through which individuals might access information and knowledge (Hargreaves & 
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Fullan, 2012). It seems that teachers who have high levels of human and social capital 

might generate greater amounts of agency within the network. This may position 

teachers as change agents, fostering teacher voice so that it is heard well beyond the 

school grounds, creating empowerment and transformation (Baker-Doyle, 2017; 

Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999). 

The third element of professional capital is decisional capital – the agency and 

autonomy which develops through experience and competence within a particular 

context (Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). Evan, Jas, Maryanne, Sean and Stell described 

feelings of ownership of their PLN, giving them a sense of control, which contributed 

to their decisional capital. It is the presence of human, social and decisional capital 

which contributes to the professional capital developed by teachers who experience 

amplifying learning experiences within the public arena.  

Connecting across the 3 arenas of professional learning 

The arenas of professional learning in the model are not mutually exclusive – they may 

be experienced separately or concurrently. Teachers who experience learning as a 

connected professional are autonomous learners, who take a participatory approach to 

learning and demonstrate an understanding of networked learning and social network 

literacy. They demonstrate these characteristics through linking, stretching and 

amplifying practices. While I propose that all teachers who engage with professional 

learning through PLNs are connected professionals, they may not necessarily 

experience learning in all three arenas. However, those who experience learning in all 

three arenas appear to have the richest professional learning experience. They invest 

time in contributing as well as consuming content and information and have 

connections with diverse individuals and information sources within their PLNs. Table 
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8.7 demonstrates the participants’ experience, exemplifying the possible variation 

across teachers’ engagement in the three arenas of professional learning.  
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Table 8.7 
Participants' experiences of the arenas of professional learning through a PLN 

 

The pedagogical arena: 

enhancing content 

knowledge and practice 

The personal arena: 

enhancing knowledge of 

self as a professional 

The public arena: 

contributing to and 

advocating for the 

learning of other 

professionals 

Alex X   

Anna X X  

Charlie X X  

Chris X X  

Evan X X X 

Jas X X X 

Jo X   

Leanne X X  

Lou X   

Maryanne X X X 

Morgan X X  

Sean X X X 

Stell X X X 

 
This section has discussed the three arenas of professional learning experienced by 

teachers engaging in professional learning through PLNs. In the following sections I 

discuss the teacher as learner, and the qualities and structure of the PLN.  
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The teacher as learner 

The second element of the model of learning as a connected professional highlights 

the characteristics of teacher as learner. Teachers who enhance their professional 

learning through their PLN demonstrate characteristics which influence their learning, 

namely: autonomy, an understanding of networked learning, a participatory approach 

to learning, and social network literacy. Figure 8.4 depicts these characteristics. 

Teachers demonstrate these characteristics to differing extents according to the 

purpose of their professional learning, by undertaking practices which are linking, 

stretching or amplifying. Below, I explore these characteristics in more depth, and 

discuss how they influence professional learning experiences.  

 

Figure 8.4. The teacher as learner  
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The autonomous learner  

The findings show that connected professionals are autonomous learners. The 

participants’ practices involving linking, stretching and amplifying exemplify the 

varying levels of autonomy experienced within PLNs. As a learning network, PLNs 

are established around the property of autonomy. This means that the learner interacts 

with the network “of their own accord, according to their own knowledge, values and 

decisions” (Downes, 2010a, p. 18).  

A key finding is the varied way in which autonomy is demonstrated, and how this 

relates to the experience of professional learning through the PLN. While autonomy 

within their PLN was evident for all participants, the way it was manifested varied for 

each individual. This variation appears to depend on how autonomy in learning is 

understood and was demonstrated by the ways that the participants exercised their 

autonomy. On one hand, autonomy may be interpreted as evidence of independent 

choice and control over learning (Thanasoulas, 2000; Ting, 2015). On the other hand, 

the understanding of autonomy may be expanded to reflect a deeper sense, where 

learning is considered an intrinsic part of self, and the learner seeks expression of this 

through exercising their autonomy to learn (Ryan & Deci, 2011; Tschofen & 

Mackness, 2012). These two understandings of autonomy co-exist within connectivist 

MOOCs, (Tschofen & Mackness, 2012) and I contend they are evident in teachers’ 

experience of professional learning through PLNs. My research participants were all 

autonomous learners, and their PLNs were driven by autonomy, however their 

experience of professional learning depended upon whether they saw autonomy as 

either choice and control over learning, as an expression of their intrinsic need to learn 

– or both. A summary of these variations in understanding autonomy and how this 

influenced professional learning is described in Table 8.8, and then discussed in detail.  
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Table 8.8 
Variation in autonomy and its influence on professional learning 

Teachers… Linking Stretching Amplifying 

Understand 

autonomy 

as: 
choice and control. an expression of self as 

teacher/learner. 
an expression of self as 

individual. 

Exercise 

their 

autonomy 

by: 

making links within the 

PLN at times and places 

that most suit the learner, 

to enhance practice as 

needed.  

taking advantage of the 

capacity to tailor and 

personalise learning – 

stretching beyond 

immediate needs to 

explore broader 

professional interests. 

taking advantage of the 

opportunity to continually 

expand learning horizons, 

amplifying learning to 

meet intrinsic 

motivations. 

 
When teachers understand their professional learning autonomy as a matter of choice 

and control, they practice linking. They take advantage of the flexibility of a PLN to 

interact at times and places most suitable for their immediate needs and use the 

connections in their network to source just in time learning.  

Having choice and control over when, where and what professional learning takes 

place was a benefit of the PLN for all of participants. They highlighted the advantages 

of being able to personalise professional learning to reflect needs and interests, to fit 

learning flexibly into a personal schedule and to create global connections regardless 

of geographical location. Being able to customise the PLN through choice of social 

technologies and by determining the type of connections also contributes to the sense 

of ownership, and this autonomy may increase the likelihood of learning being 

transferred into practice (Borko et al., 2010). 
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Other teachers view their autonomy as not only having choice and control, but also as 

an expression of themselves as learner. This approach to autonomy leads to actions 

which involve tailoring the PLN so that it offers learning opportunities that meet 

broader professional interests. Rather than focusing only on immediate learning needs, 

these teachers enable greater personalisation of learning through stretching practices.  

Stretching personalises professional learning through constant exploration and 

expansion of horizons across pedagogical and personal arenas. Thus, Charlie, Chris, 

Leanne and Anna described their PLNs as a means of stretching their professional 

learning to encompass areas that were personally of interest to them. They welcomed 

feedback and interaction as an opportunity to enhance their teaching capacity, as they 

valued continual improvement. They saw their PLN as a way they could be agentic in 

their professional and personal growth. 

Another way in which teachers may understand autonomy is to see it as an opportunity 

to express oneself as an individual. When teachers take this view of autonomy, they 

amplify their learning in their PLN by connecting with others beyond the education 

sphere. These teachers express an intrinsic need to learn, and use their autonomy to 

meet this need through a PLN.  

Only a small number of participants understood autonomy in this way, although they 

expressed their experiences similarly. Jas and Stell amplified their learning by 

cultivating their PLN to meet their intrinsic need to learn. They both viewed ongoing 

learning as a part of their identity and stated that their insatiable desire for learning 

differentiated them from other teachers. For example, Jas’s PLN filled an “absolute 

need…it was primal,” while Stell, considered himself a “thinkaholic” whose PLN 
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satisfied a desire to be constantly challenged to learn. Their PLNs allowed them to 

express this autonomy across the pedagogical, personal and professional arenas. 

The way in which teachers exercise and experience autonomy creates varied 

professional learning opportunities. From the experience of choice and control, 

through to the freedom to pursue professional learning interests and finally the 

expression of self as a public learner and contributor to knowledge, each participant 

described a personal articulation of autonomy. Insights gained from participants’ 

engagement with PLNs demonstrates the complexity of teacher professional learning, 

highlighting the different approach of each individual. 

The networked learner 

Connected professionals are networked learners who take advantage of PLNs to 

observe and talk with their peers. Teachers who are networked learners understand the 

social construction of learning, influencing the creation of connections and the 

strategies employed to construct new knowledge (Jones & de Laat, 2016). The 

networked nature of PLNs enables teachers to make connections beyond geographic 

and temporal boundaries, and to interact with individuals from a wide range of contexts 

and disciplinary backgrounds (Nussbaum-Beach & Hall, 2012). Initiating and 

developing an online PLN necessitates skills and strategies to understand how informal 

learning might occur within a loosely configured, uneven and continually changing 

online social structure (Dron & Anderson, 2014).  

Teachers have different experiences of networked learning, which influence how they 

leverage it within PLNs. The participants in this study understood networked learning 

in a variety of ways. Participants’ networked learning practices included linking, 

stretching and amplifying. They ranged from interacting for practical purposes to solve 
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immediate problems (linking), to developing connections to expand their access to 

information (stretching) and then to complex research and knowledge construction 

(amplifying). This variation is summarised in Table 8.9, and discussed in detail below. 

 Table 8.9 

Variation in understanding the concept of networked learning 

Teachers… Linking Stretching Amplifying 

Understand 

networked 

learning as: 

simple linking – 

transferring knowledge 

from one network node 

to another.  

sharing information 

through an increasing 

number of modes and 

channels as they stretch 

their network and 

learning experiences.  

developing new ideas and 

understandings 

collaboratively through a 

research approach to amplify 

learning.  

 

consulting with others in PLN 

before creating and 

redistributing knowledge 

throughout the network.  

 
Some teachers may understand networked professional learning as seeking 

information or knowledge from a single node within a larger network. Holding this 

understanding is exemplified by linking practices, when teachers transfer knowledge 

from one network node to another, through a linear exchange. In this view the 

distributor of information is regarded as the ‘expert’ or ‘teacher’ and the receiver of 

the information is the ‘student’ (Dron & Anderson, 2014). Interacting with a smaller 

group of people (as Alex does using Twitter lists) or limiting communication to 

asynchronous emails (as Lou does with email list-servs) are linking actions that 

manipulate the information flow within the PLN. In these situations, the PLN is 

considered to be a source of information rather than an interactive network of 
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individuals. Connections between people and resources are a feature of the learning 

process and learning is mediated by digital technologies (Jones & de Laat, 2016). 

However, linking constrains teachers’ networks and their potential for knowledge 

construction through social interaction.  

Teachers expand their understandings of networked learning when they practice 

stretching by allowing information and resources to flow between multiple nodes in 

the network, and exchange of information occurs through an increasing number of 

channels. The professional learning is not conducted through single channels within a 

larger network but incorporates different network branches at the same time. Chris, Jo, 

Morgan and Charlie described how they interacted with others across several social 

technologies, engaging in dialogue and offering and receiving feedback, advice and 

support from different connections. These participants expressed a belief that learning 

is a social process, and they took advantage of the connective affordances of social 

technologies to enable the “knowledge confirmation, interpretation, contextualisation 

and validation (that) happens only through interaction with others” (Dron & Anderson, 

2014, p. 39). Morgan said: “once you get dialogue happening, you get a chance to 

either expose a misunderstanding that you haven't even realised you've got, or to say 

to a person ‘what did you really mean?’” 

When teachers amplify their learning, they create connections with a diverse range of 

individuals and information sources through a variety of social technologies. 

Knowledge construction occurs through the identification of patterns within the 

network, and the collaborative activity that follows as the information is reorganised, 

remixed and redistributed (Downes, 2010a; Siemens, 2005). This process involves 

inquiring into practice that has been shared through the PLN, as well as engaging with 
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existing research (Kennedy, 2014b). Several participants described amplifying 

practices such as these, with Maryanne referring to it as a type of research. Others 

talked about undertaking inquiry across several different social technologies and 

branches of the PLN to co-create and share new knowledge. These participants 

demonstrated a strong understanding of social learning construction, describing a type 

of learning which extended across time zones, platforms and networks, in an iterative 

process of accessing, curating, creating and sharing. As Evan describes:  

“when I’m really constructing my own understanding of deep or more 

complex things, I find actually that I will go crazy in accessing all that 

I can, and then I need to step away, and let my brain do its thing. But 

then part of that is coming back into creating and sharing later.” 

When professional learning through the PLN is amplified, the networked learner 

participates in democratic processes, blurred boundaries, collective problem solving 

and reciprocity (Baker-Doyle, 2017). This is an experience of learning as a connected 

professional. 

The participatory learner 

When learning as a connected professional, being a participatory learner involves not 

only consuming but also creating and sharing learning with others (Hobbs, 2010; 

Jenkins et al., 2016). Participatory learners engage through their PLN guided by the 

principles of interactivity, connectedness and openness (Downes, 2012; Ito et al., 

2013). Teachers enact these principles when engaging with their PLNs to different 

extents and in different ways.  

For participatory learners, professional learning is an outcome of actively and openly 

connecting and interacting with others. The interactivity, connectedness and openness 
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associated with participatory learning varied within participants’ PLNs and influenced 

their professional learning experiences. Those who were less participatory applied 

interactivity and connectedness through linking practices, soliciting information and 

contributing to immediate solutions to problems. Higher levels of participation were 

evident when participants stretched their learning through regular consumption, 

distribution and redistribution of information and resources to a growing number of 

connections. Those teachers who were highly participatory developed an amplified 

presence within their PLNs through sharing and reciprocity, which enhanced their 

credibility, encouraging trust and confidence (Hegarty, 2015). These variations in 

participation are summarised in Table 8.10, and then discussed in more detail.  

Table 8.10 
Variation of participation in the PLN 

Teachers… Linking Stretching Amplifying 

Demonstrate a 

participatory 

approach by: 

linking with others 

as needed offering 

advice and seeking 

support for the 

immediate resolution 

of day to day issues. 

building confidence to 

stretch the number and 

quality of contributions  

consuming and 

redistributing within 

network  

participating, sharing and 

distributing resources and 

information  

collaborating to initiate or 

lead knowledge construction 

which amplifies learning. 

Demonstrate 

interactivity and 

connectedness 

by: 

using social 

technologies to link 

to information and 

resources  

stretching engagement 

and exchange of 

information and 

resources. 

creating, promoting and 

enabling network connections 

which amplify learning and 

learning experiences.  

Demonstrate 

openness by: 

participating within 

small networks 

limited to particular 

tools and platforms.  

expanding network 

connections and 

experimenting across 

tools and platforms.  

connecting naturally and 

frequently across tools and 

platforms with diverse strong 

and weak ties. 
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Interactivity and connectedness are intertwined for participatory learners, focusing on 

the technical and social aspects of learning through a PLN (Downes, 2012; Jenkins et 

al., 2016; Tschofen & Mackness, 2012). Social technologies form the technical aspect 

of PLNs, offering the affordance of interactivity, or the capacity to facilitate different 

modes of communication and expression across the network (Downes, 2010b). 

Through this interactivity, teachers may develop the social aspects of professional 

learning through feelings of connectedness, or a sense of mutual support and 

obligation, and relatedness that encourages sharing, and active participation (Jenkins 

et al., 2016; Ryan & Deci, 2011; Tschofen & Mackness, 2012).  

All of the participants took advantage of interactivity through their PLNs and described 

how they had interacted with others beyond their immediate context, to meet a variety 

of needs. While some participants spoke of interactions through linking with those 

holding similar positions, other participants stretched their interactivity, including in 

their network educators from a variety of different backgrounds. Some participants, 

including Evan, Maryanne, Stell and Chris interacted with diverse groups of 

individuals across wide geographic areas, using many different tools and modes of 

participation to amplify their learning. Levels of connectedness also appeared to vary. 

Some of the participants stated they felt high levels of connectedness when 

participating within their network. Their reflections indicate that their PLN was not 

only a source of information but also a network of relations with others. For example, 

Morgan said: “you never have that sense of being isolated” and Jas commented that 

she loved “that feeling of sharing and community that exists within (her PLN).”  

The principle of openness, which informs the participatory approach of learners, is 

framed around the connected learning perspective that effective PLNs have low 
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barriers to entry, encouraging the free flow of ideas and information (Ito et al., 2013; 

Jenkins et al., 2016; Tschofen & Mackness, 2012). The openness of the participants’ 

PLNs varied. Participants such as Lou and Alex limited their PLNs by using certain 

social technologies, and therefore did not demonstrate openness to the extent that other 

participants did. Charlie described how he was opening his PLN to engage with a 

greater number of connections, while Evan said that she always “tried to make room 

for new people” in her PLN, as she valued openness and understood that it was 

sometimes difficult for those with less experience to become a part of more established 

networks. Those who participated in the public arena of professional learning appeared 

to have the most open networks, engaging with diverse individuals across different 

platforms.  

Not every experience within the PLN is framed by a participatory approach. Several 

participants described negative experiences with individuals who did not appear to be 

participating with the PLN in the spirit of open sharing. Maryanne, Evan, Jas and Stell 

all reported having experienced situations where interactions seemed to be more 

aligned with other individuals’ self-promotion or seeking personal advantage rather 

than with enhancing practice or knowledge about a topic. This is evident in comments 

like “there are times when I do get very cross online…when people milk you for 

information, and then, there's never any follow up.” (Maryanne) or “it's the people who 

aren't genuine, the people who are in it for themselves…they're just a bit mercenary, 

they're just a bit in it for...where's it going to take me?” (Jas). Such comments indicate 

that it is possible to interact with and maintain a PLN without having a participatory 

approach, however it is less beneficial to others.  
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In summary, the experience of learning as a connected professional is highly 

participatory. Open exchange and sharing occur through divergent connections with 

others, enabled and supported by free and open social technologies. Individuals who 

learn as connected professionals contribute their own thoughts and opinions to the 

network, and share resources and information freely, thus making their practice public. 

They offer and seek feedback and advice from others and develop strong and weak ties 

(Haythornthwaite & de Laat, 2010) to meet a variety of learning purposes.  

The social network literate learner 

Connected professionals draw upon social network literacy in their professional 

learning through PLNs. To be literate in a field or discipline means being able to 

participate within that context in effective and innovative ways (UNESCO, 2006). For 

connected professionals, social network literacy involves the capacity to critically 

access, navigate and make use of social networks for professional purposes, both 

online and offline (Bridgstock, 2016a). Those with stronger social network literacy 

can make use of social technologies to work effectively with other individuals in their 

network. They also have an understanding of fundamental network concepts including 

connectivity, interactions and interdependence (Bridgstock, 2016a; Postholm, 2012). 

The capacity to navigate, understand and evaluate activity across networks enables 

individuals to leverage their connections to maximise learning opportunities.  

Teachers display social network literacy to different extents when engaging with their 

PLNs. Connected professionals’ practice of social network literacy relates to how they 

choose to link, stretch or amplify their learning. Linking practices limit social network 

literacy to strategies to manage information. Thus, Lou and Alex made direct links and 

minimised interactions to ensure their PLNs were easier to manage and less time 
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consuming. Teachers stretch their social network literacy through exploration of a 

wider range of social technologies and use of strategies to create diverse connections 

with people and information. Teachers with higher levels of social network literacy 

amplify their learning when they move between online and offline, and across various 

platforms as needed. This range of experiences is depicted in Table 8.11.  

Table 8.11 
The range of experiences of social network literacy 

Teachers… Linking Stretching Amplifying 

demonstrate 

their social 

network 

literacy by: 

directly linking 

through limited 

platforms or 

with smaller 

networks to 

manage 

information 

flow.  

stretching across different 

platforms and creating 

diversity within PLN. 

developing an 

understanding of strategies 

to collaboratively co-

construct knowledge. 

moving between online and offline 

and across various social 

technologies seamlessly and as 

needed. 

evaluating activity across the PLN to 

identify patterns and trends offering 

opportunities to amplify learning. 

cultivate and 

work with 

network 

connections 

by: 

initiating and 

maintaining 

connections on 

an as needed 

basis.  

working to expand diversity 

of network connections. 
developing relations which 

support reciprocity and the 

development of trust within 

the network. 

curating the PLN by strategically 

and thoughtfully evaluating potential 

connections.  

being aware of and modelling 

appropriate and positive interactions 

with others. 

manage 

information 

within the 

learning 

network by: 

making direct 

links and 

minimising 

interactions to 

manage 

information 

flow. 

developing strategies to 

manage information flow.  
becoming aware of 

potential for echo chambers 

and algorithmic 

management of 

information. 

being highly aware of and actively 

working to avoid echo chambers.  

critically analysing information for 

credibility and reliability.  

actively managing information flows 

using a range of strategies and 

modelling this for others.  
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Variation in teachers’ social network literacy is demonstrated through the strategies 

that they employ to extend their professional learning experiences. These strategies 

revolve around how they manage and develop their PLN and how they represent 

themselves and communicate their digital presence within the PLN. Teachers who 

experience learning as a connected professional demonstrate a strategic understanding 

of social networking and can use the affordances available to them to enhance their 

learning so that it becomes transformative across any or all three of the arenas – 

pedagogical, personal and public. I will now discuss the indicators of social network 

literacy which are evident through the research findings, namely, cultivating network 

connections, working with network connections and managing information within the 

network.  

Cultivating network connections 

Social network literacy involves the capacity to cultivate network connections. Some 

participants displayed this knowledge explicitly when describing how they developed 

their PLNs and the types of connections that they created. They emphasised the 

importance of establishing connections carefully, taking time to learn about what 

others are sharing and how they are doing so. For example, Jas advised that it can take 

years to cultivate a PLN.  

The concept of cultivating a network implies that there is more to creating connections 

than simply ‘following’ or ‘friending.’ Stell, Jas and Evan each referred to the process 

of creating connections as curating individuals. The use of the term curation indicates 

that each connection is considered for what it will contribute to the network. Curating 

connections is quite different from collecting connections. The process of collecting is 

about amassing as many as possible, while in contrast, curation involves evaluation 
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and purposeful selection (Deschaine & Sharma, 2015). To curate connections for 

inclusion within a PLN, decisions are made as to the quality of the connection which 

may be informed by what that connection may contribute to the network. 

In purposefully selecting connections, individuals can ensure they develop effective 

learning networks, which include connections with both strong and weak ties 

(Downes, 2010a; Siemens, 2005). Strong ties are those connections where there is a 

high level of reciprocity, where repeated engagement raises the familiarity and 

confidence within the relation (Granovetter, 1973). These are the connections where 

teachers might seek feedback, advice or support, as the connection is a known quantity, 

and the likelihood of response is greater. Weak ties may be temporary, or may connect 

one network to another; they draw in new information to the network, and are 

characterised by infrequent relations (Granovetter, 1973). By having both strong and 

weak ties, learning networks offer the support and familiarity of regular connections, 

as well as fresh insights and potentially challenging perspectives from individuals or 

information sources interacted with less frequently. Actively curating the PLN to 

ensure diversity, rather than including every potential connection, is a strategy that 

appears to contribute to the quality of professional learning experiences.  

Working with network connections 

Social network literacy assumes an understanding of how learning networks operate 

and an awareness of the social etiquette which guides how individuals relate with each 

other online. Just as offline groups and networks are bound by social mores and 

etiquette, networks maintained through social technologies are also enhanced by 

mutually understood patterns of behaviour (Haythornthwaite, 2000). Participants 

described how they valued the feedback, discussion, advice and encouragement they 
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received through their PLNs. Social network literacy underpins the reciprocity and 

contribution to the network that builds social capital, and the goodwill emerging from 

an individual’s ability to sustain relationships (Rheingold, 2012). Higher levels of 

social capital and social network literacy lead to the development of networks where 

trust and sharing flourish, which in turn may enhance the quality of the learning that 

occurs.  

Managing information within the learning network 

Social network literacy enables teachers to effectively manage information within their 

PLN. It also raises teachers’ awareness of the need to recognise the persistence and 

searchability of electronic information (boyd, 2011). The relevance of this within 

PLNs was pointed out by Jas, who reported that she had witnessed others publishing 

inappropriate information through social media channels. This made her very aware 

of how important it is to be “absolutely conscious at every step of the way that this is 

trackable, identifiable, potentially career destroying for you if you don't know how to 

handle it.” Unlike verbal comments, or even statements written with pen and paper, 

electronic text is automatically recorded and archived and it is impossible to track 

where or how this information has been stored (boyd, 2011).  

Social network literacy that informs interactions within a PLN offers the opportunity 

for teachers to create a discoverable portfolio of best practice, which may lead to future 

employment opportunities or other career options. It heightens their awareness of the 

capacity for information to be searchable and the potential for negative consequences 

of comments shared without consideration. Just as positive evidence accrues, the 

persistence and replicability of information means that it can be more difficult to erase 

less appropriate comments or statements (boyd, 2011). Being aware of the affordances 
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or persistence and replicability of information within a PLN is part of this professional 

learning experience. 

Critical engagement with information is another aspect of social network literacy that 

is employed when interacting through PLNs for professional learning. The human 

tendency to be drawn to like-minded individuals may be magnified to become echo 

chambers of great influence in social media (McPherson et al., 2001; Rheingold, 

2012). For example, Maryanne highlighted how she had observed echo chambers 

within her own network develop, with ideas or hashtags gaining credibility simply 

through their popularity. She demonstrated social network literacy when describing 

how she regularly makes connections beyond her immediate network, to actively seek 

new or innovative perspectives or information sources. For teachers, being aware of 

the ways in which network structures influence the flow of information ensures that 

the PLN offers learning which challenges and extends the individual, rather than only 

confirming and reinforcing current beliefs (Ferriter & Provenzano, 2013). 

Being overwhelmed by large amounts of information is challenging for teachers when 

learning through a PLN. Evan commented that she encountered increasing “noise” and 

extraneous information which seemed to be due to advertising in her own PLN. As a 

social network literate learner, she developed strategies to quickly ascertain the 

purpose of information being shared. She also used strategies to establish the 

credibility of sources and the value of information she received through her PLN.  

Information management within PLNs also requires the social network literacy to 

critically analyse and evaluate information. As each connection conceivably represents 

an individual who is being guided by their own ego-centric needs and goals, there is 
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the opportunity for information to be distributed at cross-purposes. Information 

distributed through the network may not be accurate, and the onus is on the learner to 

check for credibility and reliability. Beyond human interaction, there is also a need for 

awareness of how social technologies operate. Searching beyond what has been pushed 

to the top of social media streams is necessary as it becomes evident that algorithms 

in popular social media platforms shape what information we see, and potentially what 

information is considered more important (Gillespie, 2016; Tufekci, 2015). These 

elements of social network literacy influence the experience of learning and are 

therefore important to consider when interacting within a PLN.  

The PLN 

The PLN is a key element of the experience of learning as a professional and is 

highlighted in Figure 8.5. It is evident from the PLN maps created by participants that 

each PLN is a personal creation of the individual. While similarities in tools and 

learning strategies ran through many depictions, each one was presented in an 

idiosyncratic style. Despite this variety they show alignment between the lived 

experience of PLNs and the conceptual and theoretically based features of the PLN 

which were identified in Chapter Three. The connections in the PLNs described by the 

participants reflected the connectivist principle that nodes within networks are not only 

people, but also information sources or resources (Siemens, 2005). References to 

connections which are other people are therefore identified as individuals, to 

distinguish them from other, non-human sources that also form part of the PLN.  
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Figure 8.5. The PLN  

The PLN - Enabled by social technologies 

As illustrated by this case study, PLNs are enabled by social technologies. The term 

social technologies offers a flexible definition which does not limit understanding to 

any particular type of tool. It is used in this research to describe any digital technology 

which has been designed to support social networks and conversational interaction 

between individuals and groups (Dron & Anderson, 2014). Social technologies include 

Facebook and LinkedIn, blogging and microblogging including Twitter, curation tools 

including Diigo, Pinterest and Flipboard, email list-serves and other online forums. 

Unlike previous research, which has focused on specific social technologies in 

professional learning (Britt & Paulus, 2016; Carpenter, 2016; Carpenter & Krutka, 

2015; Oliver, 2016; Ranieri et al., 2012), this research has shifted the focus to teachers’ 

experience of learning through self-generated networks, supported by social 

technologies. My findings show how different teachers use a range of social 
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technologies, and how they understand and use the affordances of these tools to 

enhance their professional learning, both formal and informal.  

The personal nature of the relationship between teachers and social technologies may 

be understood using Gibson’s (1977) relational understanding of affordance, described 

in Chapter Three. This way of seeing affordances focuses on the interaction between 

the user and the tool and offers a means to explain the different ways that teachers 

understand the potential uses of social technologies within their PLN. Taking an 

affordance approach acknowledges the positive and negative learning experiences 

possible through the same tool, and the variation in professional learning experiences 

within the pedagogical, personal and professional arenas.  

Social technologies are the defining feature of a PLN although how teachers use and 

perceive this technology varies. In the participants’ case, as their learning moved 

beyond the pedagogical arena, to include the personal and professional arenas, there 

was a shift from recognising the social technologies as features of the PLN, towards a 

greater focus on the affordances of the technologies. For some participants, the social 

technologies are less visible, and considered an enabling infrastructure within which 

the PLN is embedded. This is a discovery which adds a previously undefined layer to 

the experience of learning through PLNs.  

The way that teachers use and perceive social technologies falls along a continuum 

from a focus on tools to a focus on people and learning. The research findings suggest 

that teachers who largely engage with linking practices tend to have a greater tool 

focus, while those who amplify their learning are more likely to have a people and 

learning focus. The variation was evidenced by participants’ maps of their PLNs. Some 
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structured their maps according to the tools they used, while others created maps which 

did not feature any social technologies, but which were constructed of the names of 

individuals. The affordances which the participants made use of expanded from those 

within individual tools, such as the affordances identified by Conole and Dyke 

(2004b), to those made possible through networked structure of the PLN as a whole, 

described by boyd (2011) as networked publics. These affordances are addressed in 

my analysis in Chapter Three. Table 8.12 describes the continuum of social 

technologies affordances, which are explored in detail in the discussion that follows. 

Table 8.12 
Continuum of social technologies affordances in PLNs 

 
Tool focus People and learning focus 

Professional learning 

practices 

Mostly linking, some stretching 

practices 

Some stretching, mostly 

amplifying practices 

Role of social 

technologies 

Social software at forefront 

providing PLN with structure 

Social software largely invisible- 

enabler not determinant 

How interaction 

occurs 

Tool choice determines mode of 

interaction 

Interaction determines tool choice 

How learning occurs Learning episodes occur within 

one social software tool at a time 

Learning across social software 

tools or platforms required 

Affordances 

leveraged 

According to social software 

tool/platform 

Accessibility 

Communication and 

collaboration 

Immediacy 

(Conole & Dyke, 2004) 

According to network (networked 

publics) 

Persistence 

Searchability 

Replicability 

Scalability 

(boyd, 2011) 
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When there is a tool focus, the role of social technologies is to provide structure to the 

PLN. Teachers with a tool focus seek timely and relevant information and advice for 

problem solving and the development and implementation of curriculum within the 

pedagogical arena. This leads to the use of social technologies that provide the most 

immediate connection with those who might have a shared context or purpose. 

Affordances which have been associated with ICTs for learning such as accessibility 

of information, immediacy of access to information and the capacity for 

communication and collaboration (Conole & Dyke, 2004b) relate to a tool focus. Thus, 

participants who were most tool focused, such as Lou, Charlie and Alex were 

interested in the potentials of specific tools, including email list-servs, Twitter and 

Facebook to direct them to other individuals and information for professional learning.  

In contrast, when there is a focus on people and learning, social technologies are 

largely invisible enablers. For example, Jas, Stell, Maryanne and Evan, placed much 

greater emphasis on the role of people and the construction of new knowledge through 

collaboration with others. Although these participants still referred to different social 

technologies, being focused on people and learning meant that their descriptions were 

dominated by the affordances created by the interconnections of people and 

information. They approached the PLN less as a collection of separate social 

technologies, and more as a networked public; that is, simultaneously a space and a 

collection of individuals enabled through online networked structures (boyd, 2011). 

As such, these participants’ professional learning experiences were influenced by the 

affordances of networked publics which includes persistence, searchability, 

replicability and scalability (boyd, 2011). 
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As the PLN features the affordances of persistence and searchability, it acts as a public 

memory of learning and an evidence base of practice that has been shared. For 

teachers, persistence and searchability of PLNs have positive and negative 

implications. Having a persistent record of innovation, creativity and high calibre 

practice can lead to learning opportunities which may create professional capital. 

However, making practice public opens avenues for increased scrutiny and critique, as 

information remains persistent and can be searched for within networks (Baker-Doyle, 

2017; boyd, 2011). For example, Jas highlighted the “long tail of evidence” she had 

created by sharing her high quality practice, while Maryanne, Stell and Evan all 

described the vulnerability they felt on occasions when their actions or opinions had 

been misinterpreted or misused. Their experience emphasises the need for awareness 

of the ways in which information remains accessible in a persistent and searchable 

form through PLNs, and the necessity of managing this positively.  

Professional learning for teachers across all three arenas through the PLN requires 

interaction and contribution. The replicability of information across various social 

technologies is an affordance which assists diverse, geographically and temporally free 

connections to people and information sources, where social technologies fade as 

learning and interaction come to the forefront. For example, Evan describes how she 

replicates information for those in her network through Twitter, understanding that 

others will access it asynchronously as their time zones dictate: 

I’ll know that folks are going to bed in the United States, but I see 

something...and I know it's good and so I'll retweet and I'll know that 

people later in the day in Europe will pick up on it. 
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The PLN allows information to be scaled, or widely distributed, to potentially 

international audiences (boyd, 2011). Professional learning through PLNs therefore 

amplifies practice which was traditionally “locked in the heads of individual teachers 

and protected by the privacy of their classrooms.” (Hargreaves, 1999, p. 124). For 

example, participants including Jas, Stell and Sean embraced the one-to-many, 

multimodal communication made possible through the internet by sharing their 

practice in different forms (Anderson, 2016). Through the PLN, the voice of the 

teacher may be amplified to offer transformational professional capital to develop 

(Baker-Doyle, 2017; Hargreaves & Fullan, 2012). It is perhaps this affordance, more 

than any other, which defines professional learning through PLNs, and particularly in 

the public arena. 

The PLN - A network of connections to diverse individuals 

The PLN enables the connection of individuals with diverse interests, backgrounds 

and capabilities. It also offers the capacity to expand connectivity beyond the local 

school context, and provides the diversity that is considered to be important for high 

quality learning networks (Downes, 2010a). Within the connectivist learning 

environment of the PLN, connections with a wide range of individuals may lead to 

richer creativity and innovation as each person within the network represents a voice 

with a different and potentially valuable contribution to make (Downes, 2010b). This 

aligns with findings in organisational learning literature, which suggests that 

organisations with diverse staff are more likely to create innovative solutions and avoid 

homophily due to the range of voices contributing to problem solving dialogue (Davis 

& Lopuch, 2017). Thus, participants also valued their capacity to engage with diverse 

voices through their PLNs, even if some did not do so on a regular basis.  
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Teachers may exploit the capacity to connect with individuals from diverse contexts 

in various ways. They can link with others for practical and immediate purposes, 

stretch their PLN to connect more broadly, or leverage their connections with a wide 

range of individuals to amplify their learning experience. A network of connections to 

diverse individuals was not evidenced in all participants’ PLNs, although each 

participant described their appreciation for the capacity to expand connectivity beyond 

the local school context. They generally indicated a connectivist understanding of the 

value of accessing different voices and opinions (Downes, 2010a). A summary of 

different connections which form the structure of a PLN is presented in Table 8.13 and 

is discussed in detail below.  

Table 8.13 
Types of connections within a PLN  

The PLN is… Linking Stretching Amplifying 

created by 
connections 
with 
individuals 
who: 

are from similar 
contexts or who 
are teaching within 
similar roles. 

associated broadly with 
education, with 
backgrounds in any aspect 
of teaching and education 
including commercial 
interests. 

have multi-disciplinary 
and diverse backgrounds 
including and beyond 
teaching and education. 

characterised 
by connections 
with 
individuals 
who provide: 

information and 
inspiration for 
current/near future 
teaching practice. 

support, feedback and 
encouragement in 
personal interest areas and 
general teaching 
experiences. 

inspiration and 
serendipitous discovery of 
information to enhance the 
learning experience in 
general. 

 
The type of connections made with other individuals in a PLN may be influenced by 

the arena of professional learning the teacher mainly operates in. For example, Lou 

and Alex tended to engage with the pedagogical arena for the majority of their 

professional learning. Their professional learning experience was characterised by 
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linking practices, connecting with individuals who shared similar contexts and 

expertise. They exchanged experiences and sought relevant resources and information 

for immediate use in their teaching. For problem solving and specific curriculum and 

pedagogical advice, connecting with individuals from similar backgrounds and with 

common experiences increases the likelihood of receiving useful information.  

Teachers who also engage with the personal arena of professional learning, stretch to 

connect with other individuals to discuss educational issues and experiences which 

may influence their feelings and understandings of teaching as a profession. They can 

stretch their professional learning, through networks that include connections to 

individuals who share a general teaching and learning focus. For example, Anna 

described how she is sometimes inspired to adapt commercial vendors’ ideas to 

reinvigorate her approach within the school library.  

Teachers who have connections with individuals from diverse backgrounds and with 

a wide range of interests were more likely to amplify their learning. These teachers 

may experience professional learning across all three arenas of professional learning, 

including the public arena. Participants Jas, Stell and Evan were intrinsically motivated 

by a desire to broaden their general knowledge, by creating connections with 

individuals from diverse disciplines and backgrounds beyond teaching and education. 

These participants felt that this amplification enhanced their teaching and their 

capacity to contribute to the learning of others in the PLN. As their experiences show, 

surprising opportunities for professional learning can emerge from serendipitous 

connections and unexpected interactions. Participants with more varied networks also 

indicated an awareness of the potential for echo chambers to form within PLNs, and 

emphasised strategies to prevent this such as seeking diverse opinions and sources of 
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information. Leveraging the network effects of a varied array of connections means 

that teachers can amplify their professional learning experiences, raising the visibility 

of their network presence (Ito et al., 2013). 

 Summary - The practice of learning as a connected professional through a PLN 

This thesis suggests that the experience of learning as a connected professional 

enhances teachers’ practice by informing what teachers know, think and do. Learning 

as a connected professional occurs across the pedagogical, personal and public arenas. 

These arenas describe professional learning experiences which inform: what teachers 

know about teaching and learning; how they think about themselves and others as 

teachers; and what they do, as a consequence of this learning, to contribute to the wider 

teaching profession and beyond. The PLN provides the context and processes that 

enable these opportunities for professional learning.  

This research also suggests that teachers engage with varying practices, which involve 

linking, stretching and amplifying. Teachers move between these practices according 

to personal need, desire and capacity. These practices are not developmental and are 

not a measure of capacity. Rather, they describe how a teacher may choose to interact 

and engage with professional learning through a PLN. Linking, stretching and 

amplifying represent increasing levels of sophistication and complexity, and teachers 

who engage with their PLN by amplifying their professional learning may have a 

richer experience than those whose practices are characterised by linking or stretching.  

The teachers who participated in this research reported mostly positive learning 

experiences, although they acknowledged that there were challenges and some 

disadvantages. These negative experiences varied according to their learning needs 
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and capacity for autonomous learning in online networked contexts. Professional 

learning through PLNs influenced how the teachers in this study thought about 

themselves in relation to their capability as teachers and in their roles within a wider 

context. 

The model of learning as a connected professional and the tables presented in this 

chapter provide a scaffold to plan, implement and evaluate professional learning that 

takes advantage of the affordances of social technologies. By promoting clearer 

understanding of the types of learning experiences possible through a PLN, the model 

provides a basis for gathering evidence of professional learning. This may enable 

teachers to meet their own learning needs while continuing to satisfy mandatory 

requirements. Research such as this, which explores the learning experiences and 

opportunities of connected professionals, may help redress the imbalance between 

“public accountability with professional autonomy” (Lloyd & Davis, 2018).  

Conclusion 

This chapter has discussed the potential of PLNs to enhance the professional learning 

of teachers. It has demonstrated how participatory practices and engagement with 

connected social technologies might transform professional learning and enable 

teachers to experience learning as connected professionals. PLNs enable professional 

learning experiences that transcend traditional boundaries of time and geography, and 

encompass pedagogical, personal and public arenas. Interaction through the PLN 

contributes not only to the participants’ own professional growth, but to the growth of 

others within their network and beyond. As the findings reveal, PLNs are dynamic, 

personalised and interest driven, thereby creating flexibility to shift and change 
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according to need. PLNs, enable teachers to be “publicly engaged, collaborative and 

critical professionals in the digital age” (Baker-Doyle, 2017, p. 209). 

The model presented in this chapter synthesises the study’s findings and illustrates the 

potential of PLNs to support teachers as connected professionals. The model comprises 

three main elements. First, the pedagogical, personal and public arenas represent the 

spaces in which a range of different learning experiences occur, that inform what 

teachers know, think and do. Second, the teacher as learner details the required 

capacity to understand the social construction of learning, ability to autonomously 

initiate active, self-directed learning and level of social network literacy. Third, the 

PLN provides the context and diverse connections necessary for learning as a 

connected professional to occur, by leveraging the affordances of social technologies.  

The model of learning as a connected professional raises awareness of the value of the 

PLN as a conduit for multifaceted learning opportunities, which are possible through 

the affordances of social technologies. The model and associated experiences 

described in this chapter supports the design and implementation of professional 

learning for teachers and professionals who value social learning which is accessible 

and highly relevant to their practice and personal development. Furthermore, learning 

as a connected professional provides opportunities for those isolated geographically or 

who work remotely. The following chapter concludes this research thesis. I will make 

clear the contributions of this research to the field and identify implications of this 

research for future study.  
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Chapter 9: Conclusion 

This thesis has explored the real life experience of teachers who engage with PLNs for 

professional learning. In this concluding chapter, I summarise the research context and 

my findings, before presenting the contributions that this study makes to theory and 

practice. Finally, I offer recommendations for further research. 

Summary - Research context and findings 

In the context of rapid societal changes, increased digital connectivity and shifts in the 

way we access information and communicate with others, this study enhances 

understanding about how PLNs offer ongoing and effective professional learning for 

teachers (Baker-Doyle, 2017; Lieberman, 2017; Weinberger, 2011). Engaging with a 

PLN offers openly networked professional learning opportunities, however until now, 

substantive data and rigorous research about how teachers experience professional 

learning through PLNs has been limited. To respond to this research gap, I conducted 

a qualitative collective case study, investigating the question: How do teachers 

experience professional learning through personal learning networks? 

13 practicing teachers from varied geographical locations, provided first hand insights 

about how professional learning through a PLN expands their pedagogical experience, 

enhances their personal experience and offers opportunities to contribute to the 

learning of others through sharing their experiences publicly. The findings reveal that 

teachers experience professional learning through PLNs in idiosyncratic ways, 

informed by their dispositions, contexts and individual professional learning needs. 

Despite the intensely personal nature of PLNs, the participants exhibited some 

common characteristics as learners, and some similarities in the structure of their 
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PLNs. Learning as a connected professional varies through linking, stretching and 

amplifying experiences. The participants’ reflections indicate that professional 

learning through a PLN can be challenging, but worthwhile. For teachers, the 

experience of learning through PLNs is associated with positive affective outcomes, 

including feelings of confidence and empowerment, a sense of support and solidarity 

and a broader understanding of their own role and the roles of others within education 

and beyond. 

Contributions to theory and practice 

The study contributes to theory, practice and research methodology of professional 

learning that embraces connectedness through digital technologies. The participant 

teachers’ vignettes and reflections present authentic and nuanced insights that enhance 

understanding about teachers’ experience of professional learning through PLNs. In 

addition, the findings provide evidence which underpins a new model of learning as a 

connected professional. 

The findings show that for teachers, learning as a connected professional involves 

extensive engagement beyond friending or following individuals on social media, or 

merely seeking pedagogical advice and curriculum resources. Rather, connected 

professionals are participatory learners who nurture an online network of connections 

with diverse individuals and information sources. Interactions through a PLN involve 

complex connections with other individuals and information sources, through which 

teachers may engage in linking, stretching or amplifying their learning. Such 

connectedness supports transformative pedagogical, personal and public professional 

learning. 
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The model of learning as a connected professional developed through this study 

contributes to the evidence base of learning theory for networked environments. By 

bringing together concepts of networked learning, connectivism and connected 

learning this model demonstrates a powerful synergy between approaches that are still 

developing theoretical coherence. The model reflects the relational view of networked 

learning (Jones, 2015). Its three elements- professional learning arenas, the PLN and 

the teacher as learner - are interconnected and mediated through social technologies. 

Each element of the model has influence on the other. As the teacher autonomously 

navigates their PLN, they form connections with, and make decisions about the quality 

of the information and resources they gather from diverse sources (Downes, 2010a). 

Through connectivist learning approaches, the learner can identify relevant and up to 

date information, creating new knowledge from the most current of sources (Siemens, 

2005). Interdisciplinary learning opportunities created when learners leverage the 

affordances of social technologies to connect and collaborate across geographic and 

temporal boundaries create a participatory connected learning environment (Gogia, 

2016; Ito et al., 2013). This blend of relational networked learning, through 

connectivist processes for constructing new knowledge and navigating networks, 

situated within a connected learning environment, defines the experience of learning 

as a connected professional. It also offers a new and innovative way to understand 

professional learning in a digitally mediated context. 

This research extends the concept of connected learning (Ito et al., 2013) to 

demonstrate how teachers may embed the principles of interest based learning, 

openness, transparency and low barriers to access and participation within professional 

learning. Teachers who engage with professional learning through their PLN across 

the pedagogical, personal or public arenas have the capacity to generate learning 
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opportunities not only for themselves, but for their connections within and beyond 

their network. They demonstrate how the PLN creates connected learning 

opportunities which “reconceptualise professional learning as a social movement” 

(Australian Institute for Teaching and School Leadership, 2014, p. 21). Learning as a 

connected professional enables teachers to “build communities and collective 

capacities for learning and opportunity” through PLNs which “embody values of 

equity, social belonging and participation” (Ito et al., 2013, p. 8).  

This research also contributes to practice by outlining social learning strategies for 

professional learning through PLNs. The model of learning as a connected professional 

provokes teachers to seek variation in their professional learning experience, while the 

associated tables highlight the opportunities that PLNs offer for linking, stretching and 

amplifying learning. When linking, teachers are engaging in practical problem solving 

through direct connections with other individuals or information sources within the 

PLN. When stretching, they are expanding their network and therefore professional 

learning experiences. They are engaging in actions that create new connections to 

individuals and information, thus opening the network to go beyond their immediate 

learning needs and context. When amplifying their learning, teachers are publicly 

contributing and distributing information and experiences. They co-construct new 

knowledge by leveraging their widely dispersed connections and their capacity to 

navigate the PLN. Linking, stretching and amplifying describe a variety of 

experiences, reflecting the personal, multi-faceted and complex learning that occurs 

through PLNs.  

The new model offers a conceptual basis for developing innovative practice-based 

professional learning that aligns with the recommendations of the latest Gonski Report, 
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Review to Achieve Educational Excellence in Australian Schools (The Department of 

Education and Training, 2018). For teachers it promotes flexible, accessible and highly 

personal engagement in a PLN as an effective way of maintaining currency and a 

future focus. It highlights considerations concerning the structure of PLNs using 

different social technologies, and the adoption of participatory, interactive and open 

approaches to developing professional capital across pedagogical, personal and public 

arenas. As the model indicates, through their PLN individual teachers can follow their 

own professional interests and needs. In addition to the model, the associated tables 

provide a framework of more detailed prompts which illuminate the range of learning 

experiences possible for teachers who engage with professional learning through a 

PLN. The tables elaborate on the aspects of the model, providing evidence based 

strategies at different levels of sophistication. The model of learning as a connected 

professional and the explanatory tables illustrate how professional learning through a 

PLN offers learning opportunities which are relevant, collaborative and openly 

networked with colleagues and experts from all over the world.  

While this study has focused on teachers, the model potentially supports professional 

learning through PLNs across a variety of other professional contexts. The three arenas 

of professional learning identified in this research could be translated from the 

educational sphere, to inform the content and practice of particular disciplines (similar 

to the pedagogical arena), what individuals think about themselves and others as 

professionals within their discipline or field (the personal arena), and what individuals 

do, as a consequence of this learning, to contribute to their wider profession and 

beyond (the public arena). The vignettes presented in this study illustrate how teachers 

and other connected professionals may develop PLNs to access active, 
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interdisciplinary and participatory professional learning for support at different levels 

and in different ways in their everyday life and practice.  

The study also exemplifies the development and implementation of a research method 

suited to digitally mediated environments. Using social technologies to access 

potential research participants and publishing the participant information openly 

online aligned with the open and participatory principles of PLNs. The study’s findings 

draw on data gained through interviews with teachers who were experienced PLN 

users. As such, they represent authentic insider insights. Recruiting these participants 

was made possible through the connective affordances of social technologies. 

Interviewing the participants using web based video conferencing enabled the research 

process by allowing access to participants from different geographic regions, 

enhancing the authenticity of the research. The use of visual PLN maps as a focus for 

the semi-structured interviews provided participants the opportunity to reflect upon 

and visually express complex concepts which they then were able to elaborate upon 

verbally. Using the affordances of social technologies, these maps were able to be 

viewed by the participant and myself synchronously during the interview, which 

offered opportunities for clarification and confirmation as information as it was shared. 

Although the maps were not formally analysed, they offer contextual information 

which support and enhance the vignettes of each participant. Using social technologies 

to explore teachers’ experience of professional learning through PLNs created 

alignment between the purpose and design of the research. 

Recommendations for further study 

A wide range of professions explicitly require ongoing professional learning mandated 

by professional standards and registration procedures (Webster-Wright, 2010). 
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Teachers are not the only professionals who may benefit from developing the capacity 

to engage in ongoing professional learning through PLNs. Having the ability to 

cultivate and navigate social networks strategically and creatively is considered an 

important graduate capability across a variety of university programs (Bridgstock, 

2016b; McWilliam & Tan, 2010). Future studies to investigate how this model may be 

interpreted within different professional and educational settings are a possible 

outcome of this research.  

The relationship between learning as a connected professional and the practice of open 

pedagogy (Hegarty, 2015) is another potential research area emerging from this study. 

Open pedagogy describes how learning opportunities may be designed with the 

principles of transparency and sharing, within a participatory culture (Cronin, 2017; 

Hegarty, 2015). Currently there is little research investigating how teachers’ practice 

may be influenced by their experiences of engaging with professional learning through 

PLNs. Exploring relationships between the use of a PLN for professional learning and 

open pedagogical practice may reveal conceptual insights and promote innovative 

pedagogy. 

This study reveals the potential for further research into how teachers and other 

professionals might engage with connected learning through their PLNs. The concept 

of connected learning is growing in its application beyond the experiences of young 

adults. Research exists which identifies connected learning principles being embedded 

into formal and informal learning opportunities in higher education as well as public 

libraries and other open learning spaces (Hoffman et al., 2016; Hughes et al., 2018; 

Secret et al., 2017). Within the school sector, research of particular interest could 

include investigation of how and why teachers engage in production centred and 
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experiential learning through their PLNs. As technology including augmented and 

virtual reality emerges, and opportunities for digital design and production using 

multimedia applications become more accessible, this aspect of connected learning has 

yet to be explored within the context of teachers’ PLNs.  

Conclusion 

This thesis has presented extensive findings which offer evidence for the model of 

learning as a connected professional. The model represents how teachers experience 

professional learning through PLNs. It has been guided by my desire to investigate 

how social technologies might be used to enable innovative professional learning. The 

model emphasises a social learning approach, and highlights the capacity for 

transformative change described by Baker-Doyle: 

When teachers are partnered with, rather than trained on, when they are 

allowed space and support to develop their professional voices, when 

they are seen as leaders in the relational sense and encouraged to 

collaborate for change, and when they have the agency to take risks in 

their learning and work, then their grounded expertise and 

understanding can support the positive change sought by them and their 

advocates. (2017, p. 211) 

PLNs offer teachers the opportunity to develop agency in their professional learning, 

meeting their learning needs across pedagogical, personal and public arenas. The 

insights shared by 13 school teachers illuminate how knowledge may be amplified 

across the boundaries of geography and time, to transform the professional learning 

experience. When teachers learn as connected professionals, they are no longer 

isolated, but connected and empowered by their personal learning networks.  
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Appendix A 

Recruitment messages published on Twitter and Facebook 

Twitter Messages 

Take part in my research on #K12 teachers’ experience of prof learning thru 
#PLNs -more info tiny.cc/PLNconnect pls RT #edchat #lrnchat 

Participate in my research on how teachers experience #professionallearning thru 
their #PLN. tiny.cc/PLNconnect pls RT! #Globaledchat 

 

Facebook message 

In completing my PhD, I am researching how school teachers connect and learn with 

and from each other online. If you have an online learning network that you have set 

up yourself (a PLN) where you use social media and other online digital tools for 

professional learning, I invite to you be part of my study. Participation is online and 

involves an online interview and the construction of a map of your learning network. 

More information at tiny.cc/PLNconnect. Please feel free to tell your friends! 

Images included in social media messages:  

 
 
 
(Images sourced from the Public Domain) 
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Appendix B 

OzTLNet list-serv approach email 

Subject Title:  
Participate in a research study investigating teachers’ experience of personal learning 
networks. 
 
 
Dear colleagues 
 
My name is Kay Oddone and I am a PhD candidate in the Faculty of Education, 
Queensland University of Technology (QUT). My PhD research is investigating how 
teachers experience professional learning through online personal learning networks 
(PLN).  
 
I’m looking for teachers in K-12 schools, with any teaching role who maintain an 
online PLN. I will be asking these teachers to construct a map depicting their PLN, 
and to share this, as well as answering a few questions during an online interview.  
 
Further details on the study and how to participate can be found by clicking on the 
following link: 
 http://www.linkinglearning.com.au/doctoralresearch/ 
 
If you are interested in participating or have any questions, please contact me via email.  
 
Please note that this study has been approved by the QUT Human Research Ethics 
Committee (approval number 1700000083). 
 
Many thanks for your consideration of this request. 
 
 
Kay Oddone 
Principal Researcher 
PhD Candidate 
k.oddone@hdr.qut.edu.au 
 
Associate Professor Hilary Hughes  
Principal Supervisor 
h.hughes@qut.edu.au  
 
Dr Mandy Lupton  
Associate Supervisor 
mandy.lupton@qut.edu.au  
 
Faculty of Education, Queensland University of Technology 

http://www.linkinglearning.com.au/doctoralresearch/
mailto:k.oddone@hdr.qut.edu.au
mailto:h.hughes@qut.edu.au
mailto:mandy.lupton@qut.edu.au


351 
 

Appendix C 

 

PARTICIPANT INFORMATION FOR QUT RESEARCH PROJECT 
– PLN Map and Interviews – 

 
Teachers’ experience of professional learning through 

personal learning networks. 
 

QUT Ethics Approval Number 1700000083      
 
RESEARCH TEAM  

Principal 
Researcher: 

Kay Oddone 
PhD candidate 
 

 
Associate 
Researchers: 

 
Associate Professor Hilary Hughes  
Principal Supervisor 

 
Dr Mandy Lupton 
Associate Supervisor 

 Faculty of Education, Queensland University of Technology (QUT) 
 
DESCRIPTION 

This project is being undertaken as part of a PhD study for Kay Oddone.  
 
The purpose of this research is to investigate teachers’ real life experience of 
professional learning, through their engagement with their online personal learning 
network (PLN). The findings of this study will provide evidence to enable a better 
understanding of how teachers might use contemporary technologies to enhance and 
extend their professional learning. It will also contribute to the development of a 
conceptual model which advances theory around innovative professional learning 
approaches. 
 
You are invited to participate in this project because you have indicated your interest. 
You are also: 

A practicing teacher from K-12. 

You have an online personal learning network (PLN). This means you use a 
number of digital tools to connect and learn with others. These tools could 
include (but don’t have to be limited to) Twitter, Facebook, blogs (your own or 
others), Diigo, Pinterest, Google +, teaching websites etc.  

You generally use this Personal Learning Network regularly (at least once a 
week) for the purposes of professional learning. 

 
PARTICIPATION 
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Your participation will involve the construction of a personal learning network map, and 
participation in an online semi-structured interview with the principal researcher, Kay 
Oddone.  
 
PLN MAP 

The map will depict how you visualise your personal learning network.  
 
In viewing and talking with you about your PLN map, I am hoping to gain insight into the 
types of tools you use, the ways in which you use these tools, the roles or descriptions of 
members of your PLN (not personal details) and the types of learning that you engage in. 
 
I am also interested in how you choose to depict your map, so feel free to portray it in 
whatever style you wish. If you are unsure of where to begin, I have provided exemplar 
maps, however these are only suggestions, and are by no means prescriptive. They indicate 
the types of information and layouts you may consider including. You can choose any way 
to draw the map and can include as little or as much detail as you wish. You can create the 
map using pen and paper, using a mind mapping tool, or any other way that is easy for you. 
Constructing the map should take between 15-45 minutes.  
 
We will discuss the PLN map during the interview, so that you can explain the diagram in 
more depth if you wish. At the end of the interview, I will request a copy of this map for data 
collection. If, after the interview, you wish to add more detail or alter the map, you are free 
to do so. I will require the updated map within a week of the interview date for data analysis.  
 

Figure 1 Exemplar PLN map 
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Figure 2 Exemplar PLN Map 

 
 

Figure 3 Exemplar PLN map 

 
 
SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW 
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The second part of your participation will involve an audio recorded interview online 
or other agreed location. It will take approximately 60-90 minutes of your time. You 
will be requested to share the PLN map which you have constructed prior to this 
interview, so that it may be discussed. All questions will be provided to you prior to 
the interview.  
 
Questions will include:  

Could you please explain the design of your PLN map? 

How would you describe the professional learning you undertake when online?  

What inspired you to begin developing an online PLN?  

Please tell me about a significant or memorable incident related to your 
professional learning that you have experienced through your PLN? What 
thoughts, feelings and actions did this incident involve for you? What were the 
outcomes of this incident?  

 
Your participation in this project is entirely voluntary. You need only supply the 
information you feel comfortable with. If you do agree to participate you can 
withdraw from the project without comment or penalty. You can withdraw anytime 
during the interview. If you withdraw with two weeks after your interview and the 
receipt of the map, on request any identifiable information already obtained from you 
will be destroyed. Please note that you cannot withdraw after data analysis begins. 
Your decision to participate or not participate will in no way impact upon your 
current or future relationship with QUT.  
 
EXPECTED BENEFITS 

It is expected that this project will not benefit you directly. However, it may benefit 
teachers, teacher educators and researchers through: 
 
Gains in knowledge, insight and understanding in how teachers may use online 
technologies to enhance and create new opportunities for professional learning 
through a PLN. 
 
Increased potential for teachers to access cost-effective and timely professional 
learning through a better understanding of the ways a PLN may be developed and 
used. 
 
The development of an evidence base for theory generation and evidenced based 
conceptual models of innovative professional learning. 
 
Greater understanding of how social media and other digital tools may be used to 
create opportunities for professional learning for teachers who are in rural, remote or 
who are otherwise isolated practitioners.  
 
RISKS 

The research team has identified minimal risks for participating in this research. 
There is the possibility of discomfort due to low level anxiety during the interview 
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procedure, and inconvenience due to the time required to complete the research 
tasks. The likelihood of the risk of discomfort is low, and you may choose the level 
of response to interview questions and prompts to which you feel comfortable.  
The likelihood of inconvenience is moderate, however mitigating strategies will be 
put in place to minimise the inconvenience participation in this research may cause.  
The construction of the PLN map may be completed at a time of your choosing prior 
to the interview, and you may use your choice of tool to construct the map. The 
interview will occur online, or other agreed location, and will be conducted at a time 
of your choosing. It should be noted that if you do agree to participate you can 
withdraw from participation at any time during the project without comment or 
penalty.  
 

PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY 

All comments and responses will be treated confidentially unless required by law. 
The names of individual persons are not required in any of the responses. Any 
identifying information included in the map will be deleted. 
 
As the project involves an audio recording: 

You will have the opportunity to verify your comments and responses prior to 
final inclusion. 

The audio recording will be destroyed after the contents have been transcribed. 

The audio recording will not be used for any other purpose. 

Only the named researchers will have access to the audio recording. 

It is not possible to participate in the project without being audio recorded. 

Only the principal researcher and supervisors will have access to the data 
submitted. 

Any data collected as part of this project will be stored securely as per QUT’s 
Management of research data policy. 
 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE 

We would like to ask you to sign a written consent form (attached) to confirm your 
agreement to participate.  
 

QUESTIONS / FURTHER INFORMATION ABOUT THE PROJECT 

If you have any questions or require further information, please contact one of the 
researchers listed below. 
 
Kay Oddone  k.oddone@hdr.qut.edu.au  
Hilary Hughes  h.hughes@qut.edu.au  
Mandy Lupton  mandy.lupton@qut.edu.au  
  

mailto:k.oddone@hdr.qut.edu.au
mailto:h.hughes@qut.edu.au
mailto:mandy.lupton@qut.edu.au
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CONCERNS / COMPLAINTS REGARDING THE CONDUCT OF THE PROJECT 

QUT is committed to research integrity and the ethical conduct of research projects. 
However, if you do have any concerns or complaints about the ethical conduct of the 
project you may contact the QUT Research Ethics Advisory Team on 3138 5123 or 
email humanethics@qut.edu.au. The QUT Research Ethics Advisory Team is not 
connected with the research project and can facilitate a resolution to your concern in 
an impartial manner. 
 

THANK YOU FOR HELPING WITH THIS RESEARCH PROJECT.  
PLEASE KEEP THIS SHEET FOR YOUR INFORMATION. 

 

  

mailto:humanethics@qut.edu.au
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Appendix D 

Research themes matrix 

 

  
A sample portion of the matrix used to identify themes in the data 
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Appendix E 

Evidence of Data Management Plan  
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