
Personally and socially main-

tained semi-synchronous 

connections—these are the 

ways in which we communicate 

not quite synchronously—the 

“nearly now” -  social media such 

as Twitter and Facebook,  fall 

into this category as do  texting, 

wikis, mailing lists, Google Docs, 

comment or discussion boards. 

 

Dynamically maintained 

asynchronous connections—

this is where recent technologi-

cal developments have made a 

real difference.  The central tool 

is the RSS aggregator, which 

allows you not only to subscribe 

to sites or blogs of interest, but 

to aggregate all your subscrip-

tions in one place through a 

service such as Google Reader, 

Netvibes, or Pageflakes.   RSS 

aggregators allow individuals to 

select and organize the informa-

tion and resources they want 

delivered, whether it be news 

articles, podcasts, blogs, youtube 

videos. Common tools in this 

category also include social 

bookmarking services such as 

Delicious or Diigo. 

  > Cont. p.2 

We are all learners—even those of 

us with the title “teacher” or 

“lecturer” are always learning, 

frequently in informal ways.    

 

How do you learn? What resources 

do you use in your learning? Who 

do you turn to for advice? What 

networks are you part of?  In other 

words, what does your “Personal 

Learning Network” or PLN look 

like? 

 

If you’re not sure what your PLN is, 

or whether you even have one, ask 

yourself  this question: “what you 

would do if you were given a new 

task today that required you to 

extend your current understanding 

or skills?”  The task might be 

teaching a subject that you haven’t 

taught previously, or leading a 

project, or teaching an old subject 

in a new environment.  What 

sources and people would you turn 

to?  How would you access the 

information you need to complete 

this task well?  The answers you 

give to these questions will illumi-

nate the current nature of your 

Personal Learning Network. 

 

PLNs are not new—they have been 

around as long as humans.  For 

generations we have learned 

through contacts with families, 

friends and colleagues, through 

reading textbooks and journals.  

The difference today is that access 

to the internet makes an ever-

growing variety of content avail-

able to everyone and has given 

voice to the ideas of people we 

have not had access to before.  The 

internet now gives us previously 

unimagined means of connecting 

with others and finding resources 

to assist our learning.  But how do 

we navigate our way through the 

multiplicity of  options available to 

us.  How do we find the really 

useful material?  How do we make 

the web work for us?  

 

David Warlick, in a helpful short 

article  “Grow your Personal Learn-

ing Network” suggests: 

 

“Harnessing these new technolo-

gies to create and grow our own 

PLNs is imperative for educators 

who want to stay connected to 

the changing world we are 

charged with introducing to our 

students”. 

 

Warlick identifies three types of 

PLNs: 

 

Personally maintained syn-

chronous connections—this is 

the traditional network that 

includes people and places you 

consult to answer questions, 

solve problems and accomplish 

goals.  New technology tools 

allow us to extend or enhance 

these networks through use of 

tools like chat, text messaging, 

tele- and web-conferencing, or 

even virtual worlds like Second 

Life. 
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that I get more manageable and 

potentially useful search results, 

and to share my bookmarks with 

others. 

When you start up a social book-

marking account, make sure you 

also install the available toolbars 

for your internet browser of choice, 

which enables you to easily add 

new bookmarks and tags every 

time you’re on the net.  

3. Share your PLN tips and links 

with others. 

PLNs are all about networking,.  

Your favourite website, blog or 

journal may also be useful for oth-

ers to know about.   

So,  I’ve set up a page on the 

Coursework Sandpit Wiki where 

SCD staff can share the sites, links, 

networks and resources we find 

useful in teaching and learning.  Go 

to the Resources Page, in the Dis-

tance & Online Learning section of 

the wiki to view and share material. 

If you don’t yet have access to the 

Coursework Sandpit wiki, or you’re 

not sure how to add and edit mate-

rial, just contact me and I can as-

sist.   

Diane Hockridge: 

dianeh@scd.edu.au 

I use Google Reader (type “google 

reader” into a search engine for 

information on set up).  Once you 

have set up an account, Google 

Reader enables you to subscribe to 

whatever sites or feeds that you 

wish.  You add your  RSS feeds with 

a simple click.  

Then, set your home page as 

Google Reader—this means that 

every time you connect to the 

internet your Google Reader page 

will pop up, showing you all the 

new items in your subscriptions. 

2. Use a social-bookmarking 

service. 

I use delicious.  This enables me to 

bookmark anything of interest that 

I find on the web, so that I can 

easily access it again later.  I can 

“tag”  items with descriptors that 

make sense to me and help me to 

organise my bookmarks. Delicious 

also enables me to search a topic so 

In his article Warlick includes 

some helpful and practical tips on 

managing and developing your 

PLN.   He also issues a warning:  a 

potential weakness of PLNs is that 

though they may enable us to geo-

graphically broaden our networks, 

they can become limited in their 

range of perspective.  All of us have 

a tendency to incline toward 

sources that agree with our own 

worldviews.  Warlick encourages us 

to cultivate networks that chal-

lenge our thinking and frames of 

reference, because that is how we 

all learn. 

 

Developing & Managing  Your 

Own PLN 

So, what does your PLN look like?  

How might you develop it further?  

Your PLN is something that works 

for you, so it will be uniquely yours.  

You can read Warlick’s tips on 

managing your PLN in his article: 

http://istelearning.org/wp-

content/uploads/2010/04/Grow-

Your-PLN.pdf 

 

Developing your PLN does not 

need to be a big task.  As well as 

Warlick’s article, here’s my three 

top tips on developing your PLN: 

 

1. Use a RSS Aggregator 

Personal Learning Networks: making the web work for you (cont. from p.1) 
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Innovating e-Learning 2010 

Online Conference 

JISC (Joint Information Systems 

Committee) is a UK body provid-

ing leadership in the use of ICT in 

support of learning, teaching, 

research and administration.  

The 5th JISC international online 

conference will be held on 23 - 26 

November 2010.  It is designed for 

researchers, institutional managers 

and practitioners involved in tech-

nology-enhanced learning and 

teaching,  

Under the main theme: “Bringing 

innovation to life: From adversity 

comes opportunity” online ses-

sions will cover two areas:  

Releasing the Potential—focuses on 

some of the key drivers for institu-

tional change and looks at the 

impact and implications for univer-

sities and colleges and how they are 

using technology-enhanced learn-

ing to sustain innovation and con-

tinue to provide high quality learn-

ing and teaching.   

Realising the value—showcases 

practice from universities and col-

leges and shows how they are re-

sponding to the key drivers for 

change and embedding innovative 

practice across their institutions 

 

How do I attend? 

Proceedings take place in an asyn-

chronous virtual environment 

which can be accessed wherever 

and whenever is convenient to 

you.  Most sessions will also be 

presented live in Elluminate.   

If you’re interested in “attending” 

the conference, please contact 

Diane Hockridge. We may be able 

to arrange for a small group of 

people to view sessions together. 

Visit the website for details: 

http://www.jisc.ac.uk/

elpconference10 
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Blended Classes:  

The use of the podiums for in-class 

teaching has now made possible 

the blending of in-class and  live-

streamed online education, 

through the use of digital teaching 

resources and Acrobat Connect 

Pro web conferencing technology. 

The lecturer logs into Connect Pro 

from the e-Podium and uses that 

interface for teaching. Online 

students are logged in at the same 

time and are able to see the same 

display on their computer that in-

class students see projected onto 

the projector screen. 

They can hear all of the lecturer 

audio (via the podium or lapel 

mic) and the student audio (via a 

wireless or boundary room mic). 

The use of a webcam in the class-

room gives online students the 

ability to see what’s happening 

(whether it be on the lecturer or 

their classmates) and online stu-

dents are also able to share their 

webcam, use their mic to speak.  

Students are able to type into the 

chat pod to communicate as well. 

Handouts can be uploaded for 

online students to access while 

they are given out hard-copy to 

class students. 

Everything that happens in the 

class can be recorded through 

Connect Pro and is made available 

for both in-class and online stu-

dents for later reference if they 

wish, as well as students who may 

have been unable to attend a class 

The last 2 years have been a time 

of significant development and 

expansion for the Booth College 

Online Education program.  Kris-

ten Cairns, Website & Online 

Education Coordinator explains 

that the process of evolving from 

a ‘paper and pen’ program into an 

engaging and interactive distance 

teaching and learning experience 

has been both challenging and 

rewarding:   

The Technology: 

Booth College has introduced a 

number of new components, in-

cluding e-Podiums, Acrobat Con-

nect Pro Web Conferencing and 

Connect Pro Training System 

(LMS) to complement the existing 

electronic teaching learning re-

sources and online discussion 

forums. 

The e-Podiums (teaching stations 

comprising a computer, LCD 

monitor, audio system, projector 

and monitor) have enabled teach-

ing staff to seamlessly use audio, 

video, PowerPoint and online 

teaching resources in the class-

room.  A digital pen allows lectur-

ers to ‘write’ on the projected 

image (a PowerPoint slide, a video 

or still image etc) or a blank slide 

like a whiteboard.  The e-podiums 

allow for simple incorporation of 

these technologies into teaching  

without the need for any expert 

knowledge.  

due to illness. These recordings are 

Flash video and are highly com-

pressed, drastically reducing the 

file size for remote downloading. 

These recordings can now also be 

saved and used as teaching re-

sources for future semesters, with-

out the need for lecturers to dupli-

cate the teaching. The benefits and 

opportunity for capturing and re-

using engaging audio-visual teach-

ing-learning resources like these 

has not been missed. 

 

Virtual Classrooms: 

Most Distance Education subjects 

(particularly where there is no face-

to-face class running in the same 

semester) are now utilising Con-

nect Pro to run four or five Virtual 

Classroom sessions for distance 

students throughout semester. 

These sessions supplement the 

existing Distance Education re-

sources, including electronic read-

ers, weekly lesson notes and online 

discussion forums. 

The sessions utilise the same Con-

nect Pro flexible interface as is used 

in-class, and enable lecturers to re-

use the tools (PowerPoint presenta-

tions, videos, handouts) that they 

have developed for in-class use if 

they wish. Students and lecturer 

share their webcams and mics to 

provide an authentic ‘virtual class-

room’ for students to interact with 

the lecturer and each other. Held 

every 3-4 weeks, the lecturer usu-

ally refreshes the material that was 

allocated for study during that 

period and then conducts a discus-

sion/ Q&A session. 

  > Cont. p.4 
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dium. I have to admit that I am 

technologically challenged. What 

made this new experience easier to 

come to terms with was the sup-

port I received—support I have 

found is vital at the early stages of 

trialling these new technologies. 

After a few weeks I am now settling 

into a routine with on-line classes, I 

am presenting PowerPoint presen-

tations and managing the audio 

and written responses of the stu-

dents.  

I have certainly found that on-line 

teaching is a tremendous improve-

ment on the traditional distance 

mode of learning. Students in a 

variety of locations can have almost 

the same experience as students 

sitting in on a regular class.  

There are challenges with any new 

technology and I am finding that I 

need to work out how to engage 

the on-line students better. There 

is the tendency for students to 

simply listen to the lecturer. The 

old problem of the talking head. I 

think these challenges can be met 

and I am sure that as I become 

more confident at working with 

this media the better will be the 

outcomes for the students and 

there learning experience will be 

greatly enhanced.” 

This article provided by Kristen 

Cairns - Booth College Web & 

Online Education Coordinator 

Kristen notes that Booth College 

lecturing staff, particularly Glen 

O’Brien, Dean Smith and Adam 

Couchman are to be thanked and 

commended for their willingness 

and enthusiasm to engage this new 

online technology into their teach-

ing programs. 

 

“I love learning in this way”, “this 

allows me to be part of a ‘class’… 

something I have never had before 

studying by distance”, “it’s nice to 

put a face to my lecturer’s name”. 

Lecturer feedback has also been 

generally positive:  

“While the [previous existing] 

online discussion forums were 

helpful, many students were not 

engaging with them effectively and 

were therefore not receiving the 

full benefit of teacher-student and 

student-student interaction...” now 

available through the Virtual Class-

rooms. 

“Change is always challenging, 

and the introduction of Adobe 

Connect as a teaching tool has been 

no different. I think the pain of 

learning this new technology has 

been far outweighed by the enjoy-

ment that students are finding in 

being able to interact via this new 

technology. Previously students 

had little if any contact with other 

students and the lecturer. This 

meant that they were effectively 

left to their own devices to learn 

and wrestle with new concepts and 

ideas.  

Adobe connect (in particular the 

virtual classrooms) has provided a 

setting where students are in a 

similar setting to the "normal" 

classroom. They can ask questions, 

see the lecturer, hear their voice, 

interact with other students, and 

thus have a much more integrated 

learning experience. As an educa-

tor, this can only be a good thing.” 

“This semester is my first se-

mester at trialling new teaching 

technologies. In the beginning I felt 

daunted at having to learn how to 

run a class by way of a new me-

System Requirements: 

Being a web-based system, all that 

is needed on the students’ end is a 

computer with internet access 

(broadband preferred but will 

work down to dial-up speed with-

out webcam) and current Adobe 

Reader and Flash Player (both 

standard on most computers and 

available free from Adobe). 

Challenges & Tech Support: 

Very few serious problems with 

technology have been encoun-

tered. Minor issues have included 

internet bandwidth and connec-

tion problems (more so where 

wireless internet is being used), 

and user issues with new web-

cams/headsets etc. Getting the 

‘settings’ right for each user has 

generally rectified any problems 

we have experienced with the 

audio. 

Support for both students and staff 

during the initial ‘learning’ phase 

is fundamental to the success of 

implementing any new system. 

Having someone oversee the 

whole roll-out of the system 

(Online Education Coordinator, 

Kristen Cairns) has been key to the 

smooth integration of the new 

technology into the existing pro-

gram. This has also included ongo-

ing support and training of aca-

demic staff and student technical 

support where needed. 

How is it working? 

As with all new experiences, stu-

dents and faculty alike are on a 

learning curve and gradually be-

coming more comfortable and 

confident in using this new tech-

nology.  

Student feedback to date has been 

extremely positive: 

Spotlight on Teaching: Virtual Classrooms at Booth College (cont. from p.3) 
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Contributions 

Contributions from all 

faculty and staff are 

encouraged.  Send your 

contributions, comments 

and suggestions to Diane 

Hockridge, SCD Distance 

Education Officer at 

dianeh@scd.edu.au.   

Monthly deadline for 

contributions: first Friday 

of each month. Next 

deadline Friday 8 October. 

Newsletter is available 

online at the Coursework 

Sandpit Wiki. 
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