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Abstract: 

 Personalized learning is a “meta-construct,” of learning (Deed et. al., 14, p. 67), with its 

most basic manifestation being the Personalized Learning Environment (PLE); a space that is 

created to support tailor-made individualized learning. According to Atwell (2007) the concept 

of the PLE, “recognizes that learning is continuing and seeks to provide tools to support that 

learning…. [and] recognizes the role of the individual in organizing their own learning” (p. 2). 

Thus, when implemented correctly, a PLE is constructivist in nature; the differing tools and 

strategies employed within the context of the PLE are used to construct knowledge 

autonomously – or at least semi-autonomously – by the learner to master knowledge of a specific 

concept or skill (Deed et. al. 2014). PLEs can be used in or outside of the classroom. They can 

provide the learner with education and activities directed at formal learning goals established by 

state or federal authorities, or informal learning goals established by the learner themselves. This 

paper will examine PLEs as they have been implemented to master formal educational goals in 

the traditional classroom, online, and for professional development. It will also seek to describe 

how Web 2.0 tools can be utilized by professionally practicing educators to engage with and 

create their own online PLEs for professional development purposes. 
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Literature Review 

PLEs in the Traditional Classroom 

 Epstein and Epstein (1961) were the first to coin the term “personalized learning 

environment” when they stated, “Programs can only be designed by highly trained human beings 

who… enable each [student] to take an active role in a highly personalized learning 

environment.” Though the term was first used almost 60 years ago, adoption in the traditional 

classroom, has been slow to say the least. This is because “a central component of… personal 

mastery systems is the notion that seat time is not the determinant of whether a student has 

mastered content” (Gifted Child Today 2014 p. 6); a tenet that is inconsistent with traditionally 

implemented educational infrastructure and teaching models. However, in recent years, the 

educational community has seen the need for differentiated learning that can be offered to 

students within the same classroom environment (Rose 2012, Tolley 2015) and classrooms all 

over the world are beginning to offer their students the opportunity to engage with PLEs during 

class time. 

 The actual characteristics of a PLE in a formal learning environment vary – and are often 

bound by – institutional type, pedagogical philosophy, and even physical attributes. For example, 

Deed et. al. (2014) experimented on the use of PLEs in a school with, “open learning areas and 

designated curriculum areas for particular subjects such as science and art” (p. 68). The physical 

structure pedagogical philosophy of this environment was evident in the creation of the 

curriculum as the instructor frequently sent students out to find resources on their own while they 

acted as a facilitator on the side. In a similar school environment, Prain et. al. (2013) designed 

mathematics courses that were team-taught via workshops and independent study time. Here, the 

pedagogical methods focused on, “co-regulated learning through goal-setting, differentiated 



Personalized Learning Environments  4 

curriculum, formative assessment and feedback” (p. 670) that led to increased student 

engagement with the curriculum, and thus, academic gains. Meanwhile, Wilson & Randall 

(2012) found that a learning environment designed specifically to enhance collaborative 

discussion, comfortability, and technology support also produced, “a reduction in ‘‘teaching’’, in 

favour of facilitating and guiding more learning-centred teaching” (p. 12) 

 Regardless of the exact details of implementation, it is clear that successful PLEs in the 

classroom emphasize learner autonomy and continual learning practices. In Deed et. al’s. (2014) 

open classroom environment – the teacher explicitly acted as a facilitator on the side that only 

occasionally assisted students in problem solving. This practice resulted in increased investment 

in autonomous problem-solving from the students (p. 72) Similarly, Prain et. al’s. (2013) study 

of collaborative, team-taught mathematics workshops revealed, “An improvement in student 

motivation and desire to learn… more self-directed learning, and [a] more positive attitude to-

school” (p. 671). Wilson & Randall’s examination of a redesigned learning environment also 

exhibited similar results as, “Staff commented on the ability to facilitate exploratory/discovery 

style tasks that led to greater individual and group autonomy” (2012 p. 12). In each of these 

cases, PLEs were implemented with pedagogical foundations and techniques. However, PLEs 

are inextricably linked to newer technologies, and these studies were no different, as each 

specifically drew upon learning opportunities afforded online in order to increase learner 

autonomy.  

PLEs for Online Learning 

 Personal learning environments (PLE’s) consist of a wide range of connections with both 

digital and nondigital resources (Ash, 2016). According to Ash (2016), “the model is not wedded 

to a specific technology but rather to a process that aims to visualize and organize the influx of 
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information and resources that students are confronted with daily.” Online personal learning 

environments allow for organization for both educators and learners. For example, one possible 

use case would be for a student to tag relevant artifacts with the name of a course they are 

enrolled in (Barrett & Garrett, 2009). There are many benefits to using PLE’s for online learning, 

which include bookmarking, tagging, organization, student and/or teacher feedback, and 

community/forums. According to Johnson et al., (2012) “Students using PLEs may further 

benefit from the practice of keeping track of, and curating, their own resource collections” (p. 

25). 

 PLEs serve a dual purpose: They enable students to determine the style and pace at which 

they learn while exposing them to technologies that they may not otherwise encounter in 

traditional classroom settings that will help prepare them for university and the workforce 

(Johnson, Adams, & Cummins, 2012).  Personal learning environments allow the student to be in 

control of what they want to learn and what tools they will use. In times of rapid change, it is not 

always prudent or possible to offer formal training for each individual's every need, and some 

needs may best be addressed by the individual him/herself (McElvaney & Berge, 2009). With the 

use of PLE’s, educators and students can customize their environments to fit their learning styles 

(i.e., visual, auditory, verbal, etc.). 

 According to Johnson et al., (2012) “some see PLEs merging with digital portfolios to 

provide a record of their learning that students can carry with them as they move through the 

various stages of their educational pursuits” (p. 25). In an educational environment, one or more 

artifacts are often presented for evaluation (an assessment portfolio) for scoring (often using a 

rubric), hopefully with feedback provided by a teacher or peers so that a learner knows 

how/where to improve (Barrett & Garrett, 2009). By merging PLE’s and student portfolios, the 



Personalized Learning Environments  6 

individual can present and/or share their links online, which allows teachers, employers, and 

peers to reflect and/or assess the work. With the current approach to electronic portfolios, the 

digital archive and the presentation tool are most often combined in a single system (Barrett & 

Garrett, 2009). Online learning through the use of personal learning environments and student 

portfolios will allow for a more diverse way of incorporating technology and individual learning 

styles, so that learning is better suited towards each individual’s needs. 

PLEs for Professional Development 

 As students, we spend the bulk of our educational career writing papers and developing 

concepts based on theories and research.  We document all of our work on University LMS 

networks.  However, after many graduate, the formal academic learning process comes to a 

close.  With Personal Learning Environments available, the focus of learning now shifts from 

finite accessibility to a quest for lifelong learning.  Learning no longer is an attainment of 

knowledge for the fulfillment of a degree, but learning for the sake of learning (Leone, 2013).  It 

is this thirst for knowledge which allows students and professionals to use the Personal Learning 

Environment to continue their lifelong pursuit of education. 

 Throughout many professional nursing careers, nursing students continue their education 

to stay up-to-date on new medical technologies.  The nursing industry has recognized the value 

in in PLE adoption in the classroom setting because the students are more engaged in their 

learning and demonstrate better knowledge retention when they have control over their own 

learning through the PLE contributions and research (Aguiar and Cassinai, 2007).  Much of what 

is practiced in the adoption of the Personal Learning Environment is recognized as effective 

professional learning due to the social aspect of the PLE where a community of 

practitioners.  The social aspect of the PLE with students’ peers allows for greater professional 
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and transformative learning (Bell and Morris, 2009).  Additionally, due to the now ever-

increasing globalization networks and reach across both social, national and political boundaries, 

professional communications is creating new opportunities for social connections, networking, 

partnerships, and collaborative learning.  Both students and professionals are now moving their 

learning into the PLE spectrum and incorporating more than just academic learning but learning 

which bridges the global barriers by collaborating in new methods across all communications, 

online courses, programs, learning institutions and communities (Stark-Meyerring, 2010). 

These new social burdens and requirements now signify a greater need for more personal, social 

and participatory approaches to learning and becoming more active in their own educational 

interests and pursuits towards lifelong learning.  The environment is placing greater demands on 

the learner to increase their understanding of how the learning process works outside of the 

traditional learning environments.  These requirements are especially important for lifelong 

learners (Leone, 2013).  A larger demand placed on the lifelong learner is also the challenge of 

creating electronic portfolios of their work and material to survive past the formal academic days 

in traditional institutions.  Being able to chronicle their work is vitally important to the success of 

their professional career as our society moves more and more into the digital realm.  A major 

hurdle the PLE environment currently alleviates is the issue of portfolio interoperability.  Until 

such a time that standards are written, the adoption of PLEs for portfolio development is the next 

most logical and convenient step (Barrett and Garrett, 200). 

 Therefore, in order to compete in the new knowledge society (Hargreaves, 2003; 

Sahlberg, 2010), adult learners need to embrace the PLE landscape and develop their vocational 

skills by incorporating them into their own PLE and placing the student in full control over their 

learning after their formal academic pursuits are finalized; learning how to cope with the 
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changing and new situations of the learning environments.  Furthermore, learners are not just 

learning through the institutional environments but learning is becoming a lifelong endeavour in 

using new tools and technologies.  Thus, it is a requirement students take a greater interest in 

their education and the PLE environment helps to facilitate that through their own increased 

interest through the Personal learning environment.   

Implications 

PLEs for Tool Mastery 

With the use of personal learning environments (PLE’s), students are able to achieve a level of 

mastery that fits their needs and allows them to be trained based on their learning styles. In turn, 

materials that are presented in a variety of presentation modes may lead learners to perceive that 

it is easier to learn and improve attention, thus leading to improved learning performance; in 

particular for lower-achieving students (Chen & Fu, 2003; Moreno & Mayer, 2007; Zywno 

2003). Educators can use PLE’s to help students advance/move forward after they achieve 

mastery of the subject. Through the use of PLE’s, educators can provide material that supports 

learning through pertinent information (e.g., pictures, videos, web links, and more). Although 

varied learning environments are frequently used to meet student needs, sophisticated 

environment modifications can be used to deliver customized instruction, support pedagogical 

preferences, or teach complex subject matter content (de Putter-Smits, Taconis, & Jochems, 

2013; Hurtado, & Guillermo-Wann, 2013). 

 According to the educause PDF, “Students are encouraged to draw upon these networks 

and collections of external resources, using them as tools for discovery in an effort to expand 

their learning experiences beyond campus boundaries” (p. 2). With PLE’s, educators can design 

highly effective learning environments that will allow variations of learning through the use of 
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different tools. Within PLE’s, educators can provide support, which allows the learner to manage 

the way he/she will learn the content, which affords them the ability to master the subject, and in 

turn allows them to advance. 

 Students learn more when the concepts are personally meaningful to them. In order to 

deeply understand a topic, learners not only need to know relevant facts, theories, and 

applications, they must also make sense of the topic through organization of those ideas into a 

framework (schema) of understanding (Cisco, 2008). The opportunity is there: This means that 

the tools provided are indeed functional to students’ learning process (Clarebout & Elen, 

2009).  This implies that students are knowledgeable with respect to the relation between the 

tools and their learning, and know how to handle the tools to foster their learning (Elen et al. 

1996). Personal Learning Environments allow educators to present a variety of tools for students 

to master, which can be based on their learning styles, content being presented, new knowledge, 

etc. Mastery of these tools implies that learning has occurred and the student is knowledgeable 

enough to move forward. 

PLEs for Mastery of Theories, Concepts, Strategies, and Techniques 

 Unending opportunities exist for the professional educator to benefit from PLEs in order 

to discover learning theories, pedagogical concepts, strategies, and techniques. Those educators 

needing to further their understanding about the many learning theories should visit Learning-

theories.com or UDLcenter.org. Learning-theories.com provides visitors with an indexed 

database to discover more about the overarching learning theories that drive their instruction on a 

daily basis. As a bonus, many of the webpages for these learning theories also include embedded 

videos that provide the learning in an audio-visual format. Similarly, UDLCenter.org assists 

educators to learn about the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) theory – one of the more 
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recent pedagogical concepts impacting the teaching profession. Though it provides reading and 

audio-visual materials similar to Learning-theories.com, UDLCenter.org actually expands its 

offerings to include links to online learning modules, and practitioner discussion boards to 

further deepen the educator’s understanding of UDL. UDLCenter.org is also unique in that the 

entire site was designed with the UDL theory in mind, with almost all text accessible to be read-

aloud, and every piece of audio available in a text format. 

 In addition to learning about the theories behind education, those teachers interested in 

improving their practice have several outlets to learn about pedagogical strategies and techniques 

via observation or direct participation. Video shared by Edutopia and Teaching Channel on 

Youtube provide a teachers with the chance to observe their fellow professionals practicing 

strategies and techniques in a real classroom. Teachertube.com serves a similar purpose by 

providing members with videos that allow educators to observe their peers. Additionally though, 

Teachertube.com also allows members to upload videos, audio, and documents to its database. 

This allows the educator to observe, and contribute to a larger community of practice by 

creating, modifying, or tweaking lessons for their own classrooms. Each of the resources 

described above can be incorporated into a PLE via the embedding of videos, RSS feeds for 

article updates, or simply links that can be accessed from within the PLE. In order to accomplish 

this, one must first understand the tools available for PLE creation.    

Tools for PLE Creation 

Modern literature review offers a treasure trove of the cognitive benefits for Personal 

Learning Environments as well as Professional Learning Environments.  However, technology 

providers continue to throw up roadblocks which hinders progress in the development and 

sustainability of any PLE surviving for the long haul.  However, users beware, one of the major 
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consequences of selecting a social site to use for your PLE is whether or not that site, system or 

technology will survive the test of time.  Every year dozens of major social sites fail, some go 

out of business, other are bought out, and more simply just vanish for no reason at all (Wallace, 

2013).  Thus, users must exercise wisdom when selecting their choice of technology and be 

prepared for the ever-changing landscape of technology.  Some of the decisions that must be 

weighed is if the technology or provider will be around in a few years; if the published content 

will ever be deleted or the provider will experience periodic or frequent service interruptions 

(Kompen, Monguet, and Brigos, 2015). 

Technology in general also poses problems to content development, retrieval and 

linking.  Recently, with the changes in html and the wider adoption of HTML5, the use of 

iframes or server side includes was greatly impacted when the coding technology began to allow 

for the blocking of content through the use of iframes and server side includes.  This action 

prevents users from embedding a vendor social site, like Facebook, inside another webpage 

(Cutter, 2013).  The blocking of the iframes has made it very difficult for PLE providers to offer 

the same technology solutions as they did prior to the incorporation of these new coding 

standards.  Thus, many providers now must remove a user’s ability to embed sites into their 

content and instead provide a direct link to the vendor site.  The consequences of the actions 

forces some users to now have to remember multiple passwords and jump around from one site 

to another.  For many PLE vendors, being able to offer users a repository for all their favorite 

sites with easy access to those sites while remaining on the PLE is a major attraction and draw of 

the PLE environment.  In retrospect, as social media vendors work to prevent hackers from 

exploiting their networks through the attacking of iframe injection attacks (Schofield, 208), they 
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are also adversely impacting the viability of one of the major draws of the Personal Learning 

Environment; combining multiple resources into one social repository. 
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