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1. [bookmark: _Toc509932883]Introduction:
In this day and age, with advances in information technology travelling at light speed. This has led to a change in the thought process for modern day education and learning. 
Public Learning Environments (PLE’s) give access to a wide range of connections with both digital and non-digital resources. They can be individualised to the needs and interests of the learner. The learner also having more control and responsibility on their educational path.
For this essay, I will look at PLE’s, their composition, usage, benefits and limitations and their effect within our higher education environment 
2. [bookmark: _Toc509932884]Definition:
Downes (2006 Pg 92) claims that the heart of the concept of the PLE is that it is a tool that allows a learner (or anyone) to engage in a distributed environment consisting of a network of people, services and resources.
Wilson S. (2007) refers that a PLE is not a piece of software. It is an environment where people, tools, communities and resources interact in a very loose way.
Every individual has their own preferred method on how they wish to learn. Therefore, in addition to the university lectures, students can create their own unique model to compliment their learning.  This semester we have discovered there are a number of ever-evolving resources, tools and available educational platforms to suit our needs.
It has given us the opportunity as students to create our own Personal Learning Environment platform. To take control and be in charge (to an extent) of our own education program.
3. [bookmark: _Toc509932885]Web 2.0 Tools, Systems and Resources
The term Web 2.0 came into existence in January 1999 
‘The Web we know now, which loads into a browser window in essentially static screenfuls, is only an embryo of the Web to come. The first glimmerings of Web 2.0 are beginning to appear’
(DiNucci 1999)

However, it was not until 2005 Web 2.0 started to take off. 
From out lectures this semester we have seen that Web 2.0 provides individuals with tools to collect, classify, store, search, retrieve information, share knowledge; communicate, cooperate and discuss with other individuals of the same interests. We now realise this will become part of a system or model to help us (or anyone for that matter) organise their own learning process – eventually leading to the creation of PLE’s.
The choice of available tools is ever increasing. Popular examples being, Symbaloo, Evernote, Google (Chrome, Scholar, Maps, Books, Drive), Youtube, Facebook, Twitter, Edmodo, TED, Wikispaces, Moodle, My Space.
We have discovered that resources available are immense. As you open a page on your preferred Search Engine this in turn opens another 50 alternative avenues. There are over 40,000,000 pages of information stored on the web. It is just a case of accessing it.
Information can be stored via many options e.g. The Cloud, it can be bookmarked in your web browser for future reference or downloaded and stored on the hard drive of your computer. In addition, there are varieties of forums, blogs sites where information can be shared, discussed and brainstormed.
4. [bookmark: _Toc509932886]PLE’s Effect on Higher Education
PLE’s will change the traditional teaching environment for sure. Will it achieve the end result as the focus will be more learner controlled, thus the competencies of the lecturer will be challenged. (Downes, 2010; Minocha et al. 2011; Alvarez, 2009; Thach & Murphy, 1995; Shaikh & Khoja, 2011; Selvi 2010).   
The classroom lecture environment needs to be balanced against on line learning. In this new era, there is greater emphasis on off campus independent learning. Prior to this change in pedagogy there was greater face-to-face contact and interaction between student and teacher whist attending conventional lectures. Will this be transferred into the new technological age? (Thach & Murphy, 1995).
The speed of change is accelerating and teachers’ competencies are being stretched as a result. Will they be able to keep pace with the ever-changing environment? The new technologies and social media explosion have created a multitude of challenges for the teaching fraternity. This view is supported by McLoughlin & Lee (2010) and Drexler (2010))
Väljataga & Laanpere (2010) and Attwell (2010) are of the opinion that the lecturer may not be the expert during the students learning processes. Many students already have the skill set for global networking, forum participation and blogging. Nevertheless, lecturers can still offer support and guidance in traditional literacy skills and course content expertise. This pedagogical mutation needs a balance of lecturers acknowledging the learners technological ability to surf the net and match their teaching practices to suit.
In addition, research has shown that the lecturer is critical when it comes to PLE design and implementation. However, not all lecturers have embraced this new methodology and there is an argument for future investigation into the use of PLE’s.
5. [bookmark: _Toc509932887]Benefits
5.1. [bookmark: _Toc509932888]Setting up a PLE to suit the individual
Personal Learning Environments (PLE) put the individuals firmly in control of their own learning. By fostering the interactive dimension of the network and encouraging learners to think about and analyse the relevance of what is being learned. (Adams, J. and Morgan, G. (2007))
Thus, the student has the chance to structure his/her own learning plan to suit their needs. There is a multitude of tools, systems, processes to choose from. It’s just a case of fine tuning your model for maximum benefit. 
The flip side is the actual setting up of the model. It is not as easy as it sounds. Alexander Mikroyannidis, Sylvana Kroop, and Martin Wolpers (2015) are of the opinion augmenting and configuring these diverse and distributed tools and services in order to address the needs and preferences of individual learners is a significant challenge for modern online learning environments.
For many undergraduates (including myself) this will be the first time they have heard of a Public Learning Environment, thus will have to start from scratch to build a model with minimal knowledge. There are so many tools, resources etc. to choose from. So theoretically, a student can build a model that suits him or her. However, have they chosen the correct tools? Are they using to correct resources to achieve their goals? Although it enhances self learning there is still a need for guidance and advice for this to be achieved.
5.2. [bookmark: _Toc509932889]Increased Communication & Information Sharing
Potentially PLE’s can help groups bond and work as a team. Thus communication and information sharing is enhanced as a result. So, by utilising teamwork all will benefit. It builds their academic status, personal identity and ultimately their online profile. They can express themselves and their ideas via social tools such as blogs or web forums. (Santos, C. (2009) pp34–48. Warburton, S. (2009))
Individuals however differ in social composition. Some are extrovert, some introvert, some easy going. Yes blogs and forums are a way of expressing yourself, opinions and ideas. However, not everyone likes to or wants to express himself or herself openly and on line. A classroom atmosphere is very different to a computer screen. Many find real time interaction easier and there is more rapport within a classroom. This may change as the course progresses as everyone gets to know each other and barriers are broken down.
5.3. [bookmark: _Toc509932890]Using a Model Increases Focus
Having built your PLE with your preferred choices – the model narrows down your options and enhances your focus. Rather than continually scratching the surface of the web, you get straight to the task in hand. 
You choose the best tools for the job. For example, if your requirement is collection of data – you look for the best curation tool. Using a set model makes the process more systematic. The learner gets into a groove and put all the jigsaw pieces into place. It makes it easier to spot any shortfalls and improves efficiency.
Most students have some form of learning system in place (however simplistic). These can be cannibalised and tweaked to form a PLE. Thus, the PLE will grow organically as time progresses, rather than look to set up a new model. Therefore, the existing system improves with minimal difficulty and stress.
6. [bookmark: _Toc509932891]Limitations
PLE’s are continually evolving. Are they a concept or a technology? If concept – they are undefined and are made up of ever changing resources, of which the university has no control. For some academics, this is unacceptable as reference data sources cannot be ratified and information and sources can disappear.
In addition, students need to ensure their PLE model also evolves to encompass the ongoing mutation of existing and addition of new tools and processes. The PLE model needs constant housekeeping to maintain, organise and update tools and systems. This requires a degree of self-awareness and more importantly dedication. Students who do not have organisation skills may not be ready for the responsibility that comes with building and managing a PLE.
The majority of students; especially the younger element would be in the mismanagement category. There are so many facets of a university course that need organising; homework, lecture preparation and assignments. This takes up a high percentage of available time. Thus, managing your PLE would be very low on the priority list.
7. [bookmark: _Toc509932892]Conclusion
PLE’s are hear to stay, of that, there is no doubt Web 2.0 and its influence on the educational process has guaranteed that. The benefits far outweigh its limitations. Access to unlimited on line information makes for a win-win situation. However, with the modern day student, there is greater onus on us as learners to take charge of our own destiny, as there is increased focus on independent learning. This could lead to difficulties, as student’s circumstances are different. Many mature students have families, so they have to find the free time for off campus learning. Younger students left to their own devices have too much time and thus have to focus more to create a slot for independent learning; they need more parenting to ensure they are on track and not deviating. However the month we spent as on-line learners was interesting. Initially take up was slow – but given time the response rate was extremely high with many interesting views. Which I am not sure would have been given in a normal classroom lecture. It has dropped off in the latter weeks, but this is due to impending assignment submissions taking priority.
I do not think PLE’s will ever take over as a complete tool for university education. There is still a need for tuition within a classroom where tutors and student interaction is in real time. The virtual learning world created by PLE’s does give students a freedom to learn at their pace, it also gives access to a wealth of information and social interaction. Nevertheless, the latter only holds good when there is communication by all. Unfortunately a PLE is an inanimate object and as such cannot take into account the makeup of the human being. It cannot assume everyone has the same levels of confidence with regard to interaction and communication. 
As our courses progress we can set up our own individual routines – some of us will embrace the world of PLE’s, as they have the ability to do so. Others may take a step back as the concept of PLE’s are unfamiliar, and their experience of the tools available in Web 2.0 is limited. Therefore, can they afford the time to learn the new technology or do they spend their time more effectively. The same argument applies to lecturers too. The task of the modern day lecturer is to sell the concept of a PLE and highlight its advantages; he or she can only do so if they are also adept and can embrace this new pedagogic change. Students regardless will need guidance through this transition until they realise what a PLE offers.
Most students already have a basic digital learning system in place. This can be utilised and added to as time progresses, turning it into a fully-fledged PLE for use not only in university but as they go through life. Every day is a school day you never stop learning. However, it must be noted that PLE’s are also ever mutating and require a lot of housekeeping & maintenance. Is it worth all the extra aggravation and stress? However, until you try it you will never know.
(Words 2045)
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