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Abstract

Emerging net cultures, comprehensive development of learning communities and Communities of Practice (CoPs) cause the development of a new movement, Personal Learning Environments (PLE) which allows users to create their own learning environments with multi-functionality.  How can, then, CoPs for PLEs – or vice versa – be constructed and combined as supporting learning systems for Professionals? The link between Emerging Net Cultures, Learning Communities, CoPs and PLE is informal learning. In Emerging Net Cultures, an informal and everyday learning takes place, through exchange between the participants, information processing and navigation on the internet.  Although individual skills development is mainly an informal affaire, it is given little or no significance. The more important the CoPs may be for individual’s development, the clearer becomes the problem. It is a resource that should be made visible and methods should be developed where the prticipation in informal learning environments can be the basis for individual’s qualifications.
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Introduction
The education and learning have for long time been characterized by, what have been called, the “transmission model”. The model has influenced the IT and learning productions and typically outcomes, especially for business corporations grounded in the traditional model, has been e-learning productions, ready-made traditional learning materials, to be practiced in a one-way mode – the user vis-à-vis the computer.


The transmission model is now being replaced by new models for learning, with very different labels, as for example the “participatory” model. The new models, or perhaps the paradigm of education, fit well to the use of IT and the Internet. The use of modern IT - the technology itself supports a development of peer-to-peer communication. One reason is of course that IT in the form of Internet provides a simple technology for the single user to spread information to an unlimited population of people and users.


The creation of communities could be seen as a part of this development — the “take over” of the Internet by the users. A community is simply a meeting point for people on the Net where participants in one way or another shares common interests. The technology could be fairly simple, as for example mailing lists, or it could be advanced technology providing possibility’s for users to create web publications, includeing brainstorming facility and have forums within which questions can be asked, responses posted and suggestions made.

The learning in learning communities

The learning process created by learners with appropriate management in a community, could be seen as an ongoing continual process. Visser (2001) states that learning could be defined, as “disposition to dialogue...with [our] human, social, biological and physical environment” and that learning is a disposition, which leads to a process, rather than that process itself.” that the process itself leads to a dialogic process; that it transcends the individual and includes the social; and that it is related to a conscious effort to engage constructively with one’s ever changing environment”.


As well as Visser, O’Malley (1995) points out that within collaborative learning settings there is a need to ”focus more on the processes involved in successful peer interaction, rather than just on learning outcomes”. The change in focus from the result to the process itself is also readable in the ongoing debate in different EU units, where representatives expresses their shift from ”content” providers i.e. for example as producer’s of readymade learning materials to ”context” providers offering IT as a tool for the learners process.


It is evident that young people, using the Internet to an ever-increasing extent, participate in different forms of communities where the process, created by the users themselves, is the only focus. Providers of communities for youngster see themselves as providers of context, delivering tools for communication.

Jean Johnson, at the British Institute Ultralab, and Director for the ”Not-school community” (for children with special needs) has en expression saying, ”Community is King - not content”. The participants create the content themselves with the support of the community rather than being provided with ready-made study materials.


One precondition, focusing on the process, is that the learners are provided opportunities to understand why and what they are doing, and understand the result of the process. Understanding comes through one’s own discovery of phenomena and their relations. The learner achieves understanding when he or she takes part in defin​ing the problems as well as trying to find a problem-solving method. The organisation of learner’s in communities is therefore a part of learners’ learn​ing how to function in a team, and how teams can co-operate.


Taking into account numerous societal changes one objective for learning and education programs is the increase in the learner’s self-confidence, communication skills and creativity. Our approach is that the learner will learn how to learn through

1. an ability to work with others, including people from different cultures, to discuss and implement new ideas and forms of organisations,

2. emphasised integrated problem-solving, through an ability for problematisation and creative capacity for complex problem-solving,

3. an ability to solve complex problems that require integration of so​cial, economical, environmental, legal, and technical factors.

We believe, or perhaps its a vision, that a well-developed online learning community makes it possible to combine these criteria’s and achieve more within a subject, introduce combinations of various subjects, have a higher progress rate in their studies, with a better understanding and moti​vation, and to be more flexible and adaptable to the development in the society.

The sustained learning process

The online learning community is defined as a learning atmosphere, a context providing a supportive system from which sustainable learning processes are gained through dialog and collaborative construction of knowledge by acquiring, generating, analysing and structuring information.


We have a learner-centred interaction point-of-view. Learning activity is not only a computation or manipulation of representations, it should rather be seen as constructing meaning from information based on a human capacity to make sense, and a collaborative sharing of meaning with someone else.


In gaining the Sustainable Learning process we are interested in whether technology-mediated synchronous and asynchronous communication and collaboration between learners and tutors can facilitate the process of learning to learn. We consider the interface between networked co-learners as one central issue.


By sustainable learning processes we thus mean an ongoing constant activity in the community that inspires and stimulates a continually ongoing learning. A practical example of a sustained learning community is the e-mail lists between different kinds of programmers where participants gain knowledge simply by raising and answering e-mailed questions. The sustainability is achieved in this activity probably because of the tightness between the programmer's work and their demand for instant answers to their questions.

Community proficiency and level of skills

For the community to be effective the members must be able to communicate effectively with each other, to debate and to reflect. Collaborative learning in communities involves collaborative skills. The skills that are especially important for co-operation are communication skills, particularly those in building and maintaining trust, and controversy skills”. (Johnson & Johnson, 1975). Very often these skills are practised without explicit reference. Learners are often unaware of what is required of them in a collaborative activity even when they are quite able to cope with the situation. Collaboration is not technologically based in our culture and community participants need to identify the different social skills that are being activated.


Since 1994 we have been involved in different projects concerning the development of learning communities. (Jobring et.al 2004, 2005, 2006a,b, 2007, 2008, Svensson 2003, 2007a,b).  Most of the projects have been carried out in different educational settings, some of which have been in co-operation with local industries. One of our results is that the learners gain certain skills or proficiency during the studying or, rather, the work process. These skills could be lined up in several stages as shown below. As could be seen, Figure 1, below, the first step, ”Take part of information” is what we all do ourselves with the Internet, but do we all take part in chatrooms and Forums with own contributions?
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Figure 1: Level of skills
As examples from our projects, we have the following tentative results:

A. The better proficiency, on levels 6 and 7, the better the participants experience that they learn. In each survey, carried out so far, participants normally emphasis that the learning mainly occurs when they adapted and practised skills on level 6 and 7.

B. The better proficiency, the better sustained the learning process will be received. We have several occasions when we have finished our work as facilitators for the group, trained to reach level 6 and 7, when afterwards the community members take over and continue the learning process on their own.


We have also had results to the contrary – if we simply present a homepage with an opportunity for discussions, but in most cases the group reaches level 2 or 3 but not more. And, if any, the discussion will not last long, and there will be no sustained learning process.

Emerging net cultures
Communities on the web where participants collaborate in various forms have now existed for several years. Among the more traditional textbased Communities, new forms have in recent years developed where people can communicate with the support of various new applications, such as Quiz, (Facebook) and film / photos (Flickr). 

We also note, through the web 2.0  new forms of cooperation occurs on the Web: 

The Blog culture is a substantial recent phenomenon and more recently a range of variants has developed, such as collective blogs, wikis, and individual blogs that are linked with the RSS reader and managed by Mashups. 

A third form of emerging net cultures is multimodal environments where an active creation of meaning takes place through practical intentional “doings”, such as dance mats. In this group we also count interactive games of different kind such as Microsoft's The Global Challenge World Game and 3D environments like Second Life. 

A fourth form is the Personal Learning Environment culture (PLE), which allows users to create their own so-called learning environments with multi-functionality. This is an international movement among young students who refuse course providers platforms and instead choose net applications that suit them best. This includes the individual choice of communicative and collaborative tools where they can quickly move between the asynchronous and the synchronous, between the blog, the forum, MSN and SMS, or that they in different ways combine the use of applications for text, still- and moving pictures in informal processes. 

The phenomenon has been thoroughly presented in theme papers and individual articles within http://www.elearningeuropa.info/, where Schaffert et.al (2008) argues that the comprehensive development of learning communities and Communities of Practice (CoPs) causes the development of PLEs. Perhaps it could be proposed that the more successful and frequent Learning Communities and Communities of Practice – CoPs - are, the more would PLE develop. This underpins a number the question of - How can CoPs for PLEs - or vice versa - be constructed and combined as supporting learning systems for Professionals - Enhancing professionals Competence Maintenance and Continuously Learning .
The challenge of Emerging net cultures and the informal learning

New potential of actions are concretized in new practices and the alteration of activities demand development of new competences, organizational changes and renewal of how we interpret, understand and develop knowledge. In this perspective lifelong learning becomes the vital method of stable adaptation of qualifications for individuals and professionals. 

As a consequence of the development on the Internet, and new forms of learning developed, aspects of informal learning is increasingly emphasized. The link between emerging net cultures, Learning communities, Communities of Practice and informal learning is recognized by a number of other research projects and activities. As an example, we can mention "Stanford Center for Innovations in Learning" who takes the task to coordinate and participate in a variety of 
projects focusing on education and support for the development of forms of informal learning (Pea 2004, Fini et.al 2007). This development runs parallel to a changed approach to formal education and informal learning, which seems to have a direct link to the development of new net cultures (Fejes 2004, Wilson et.al 2006, Sclater 2007). In a new report, in which industry representatives were interviewed, Holmer et.al (2008) noted that: "When formal education is urged for the contents of the courses, this is not as important as the way in which students have learned to find knowledge and to compile facts etc ". Slevin (2000) has a similar point. 

In emerging net cultures, an informal and everyday learning takes place, through exchanges of various kinds between the participants, through information seek and processing, and not least through navigation on the Internet. It is all about everyday and informal learning and is about the ability to develop knowledge and skills in areas as Holmer (2008) expresses it "learn to find knowledge and to compile facts".

The issue of informal learning has been in focus for a long time. Ellström (1999) defines informal learning as the learning that takes place in everyday life or at work. It can be done knowingly and be planned in the form of self directed learning, or through various forms of experiential learning, as participation in networks, coaching, consulting or tutoring / mentoring. The Ellström activities are examples of activities that we see as natural in emerging net cultures. We also see them as examples of important activities that can be rewarded and supported through the development of research and knowledge. Activities such as the exchange of experience are not usually perceived directly as a source of skills, such as formal training is, although most people would probably agree that they lead to greater understanding, insight and development - in other words learning. From being treated relatively marginal, the question of how such knowledge should be valued, or as it is named, validiated, becomes increasingly focused, not least in the discussion of the research on, and the development of, the so-called lifelong learning (the EU in 2006, 2008). 
As we pointed out one of our results of research is how learners gain certain skills or proficiency during the studying and the work process. The skills that are especially important for co-operation are communication skills, particularly those in building and maintaining trust, and controversy skills. If we add what we know so far about the emerging culture and the informal way of learning, it is most likely that the participant’s proficiency of exchange of experience, with different kinds of expressions, will be developed. Their knowledge of tutoring/and mentoring and if so, how its work, will increase and by that their communication skills.
This will sooner or later bring consequences to and impact our traditional learning and education systems. In the European Lisbon Agenda the need for innovative and transferable solutions to achieve a knowledge-based economy is strongly stressed. While we, through traditional forms of education, strive to achieve the objectives of a knowledge society, prerequisites for education work is changing. Information technology implementation entails new requirements and challenges older educational traditions. Through the Internet, a series of Communities of Practice (CoP) have been created in which active individual skills development take place, improved by the participation in emerging young Net Cultures. Although individual skills development is mainly an informal and not a formal affair, it is however given little or no significant due to the lack of methods for valuing individual development. The more important the CoPs may be for individual’s development, the clearer becomes the problem. It is a resource that should be made visible and methods should be developed where the participation in informal learning environments can be the basis for the individual's qualifications. 


The recently, by EU, presented European Qualifications Framework for lifelong learning – EQF, offers such an opportunity for development.  We can foresee a scenario where, based on the EQF, methods and models develop to determine qualification levels within the CoPs, as well as development and implementation of CoP-adapted programs based on informal methods of qualification development
The members of the emerging net cultures will be well prepared for that scenario.
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