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Perspectives: Digital Society and Education

DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES AND VIRTUAL LEARNING
ENVIRONMENTS - ACTIVE METHODOLOGIES
TO PROMOTE DIGITAL EDUCATION

ABSTRACT

We live in a networked digital society, in an era of sharing and collaboration, made possible by
the exponential growth of the World Wide Web, in particular Web 2.0 and Social Web. Digital
technologies have been revolutionizing and (re-) shaping society. Education, as a key area of
knowledge, cannot be oblivious to these changes, remaining stuck in old habits and methods of
teaching and learning.
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In order to be effective in today’s digital society, citizens must have functional and critical
thinking skills related fo information, media and technology. For UNESCO, empowering
citizens through information and media literacy is an important prerequisite for promoting
equitable access to information and knowledge and building inclusive knowledge societies.
This empowering can begin within the family, but also, and fundamentally, in o school
context. Therefore, it is important that the School is able fo respond to this challenge.

In this paper, we will discuss about the importance of collaborative learning and how
digital technologies and virtual learning environments contribute towards a digital society.

RESUME

Nous vivons dans une société digitalement connectée, dans une époque de partage
et collaboration. Ceci a été rendu possible grace & la croissance exponentielle du
World Wide Web, et en particulier du Web 2.0 et du Social Web. Les technologies
digitales sont en train de révolutionner et de redéfinir notre société. L'éducation, un
des domaines essentiels du savoir, ne peut demeurer insensible & ces changements, en
restant attachée & ses vieilles habitudes et méthodes d’enseignement et d’apprentissage.

Pour étre efficace dans la société digitale actuelle, les citoyens doivent maitriser des
compétences desprit critique en ce qui concerne l'information, les media et la technologie.
Pour 'UNESCO, responsabiliser les citoyens & travers la maitrise du numérique et l'initiation
aux media est un prérequis essentiel pour promouvoir l'accés équitable & Iinformation
et au savoir, et pour construire des sociétés du savoir inclusives. Cette responsabilisation
peut commencer dans les familles, mais doit aussi se poursuivre, plus fondamentalement,
dans le contexte scolaire. Il est donc primordial que I'Ecole soit capable de relever ce défi.

Dans cet article, nous développons I'importance de |'apprentissage collaboratif et comment les
technologies digitales et les environnements virtuels d’apprentissage contribuent & cette société
digitale.

Comenius Journal
September 2019

Students of digital society or network
society (Castells, 2005), often identified as
digital natives (Prensky, 2001), millennial
or generation Y, net generation (Tapscot,
2008) or generation 2.0 (Figueiredo,
2010), were born, grew up and live in
the digital age. As stated by Figueiredo
(2010), these students live with and in
technology. They are individuals capable
of easily and naturally performing various

tasks simultaneously (multitasking). With
the digital society, and with particular
relevance to the facilities offered by the
World Wide Web (Web), we can witness
another way of learning, based on
research and lifelong learning (LLL).

LLL is the pursuit of permanent and
continuous knowledge, voluntary and
self-motivated, for both personal and



professional reasons, improving social
inclusion, active citizenship and personal
development as well as competitiveness
and employability. Learning is not confined
to the classroom, but rather takes place in
the varied experiences and in a variety of
situations experienced throughout life and
continuously. Today’s Web is more than
just a means of searching for information
and social contact, it is also a learning tool
that enables other ways to build and share
knowledge. For this reason, teachers need
to develop other teaching strategies to meet
the learning needs of digital age students
by developing and enhancing their skills.

These skills are related with:
« digital literacy;

» communication skills (reading, writing,
speaking, listening);

elearn independently;

« soft skills (ethics, positive attitude,
responsibility);

e work in teams;
» adapt to new circumstances;

* reasoning skills (problem solving and
critical, logical and numerical reasoning);

¢ information literacy (knowing where to
go for information and how to process it).

Thus, these changes include the use of
digital technologies in learning contexts,
namely through the use of online tools and
virtual environments, and the change to
a game-based learning pedagogy, among
others. These areas, as well as the Social
Web and Collective Intelligence, have
been identified by NMC Horizon Report
Higher Education Edition as emerging
and of enormous educational potential.

According to Figueiredo (2010), for
students of digital society there does not
seem to be a distinction between virtual
and real. The “virtual” of a computer game
that allows them to interact with characters
and manipulate multiple objects is much
more real to them than the “real” of a story
they read in a book. They learn easily in a
segmented way, relegating to later the final
synthesis, which they build without haste
and intuitively. They have much less need
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for knowledge to be provided in an orderly
and structured manner. But not all students
belong to this layer of society, here referred
to as generation 2.0. In parallel, we also
find digital immigrants (Prensky, 2001),
generation X or generation 1.0 (Figueiredo,
2010), who were not born with digital
technologies. Technologies were emerging
and there was a need for adaptation,
learning, absorbing different knowledge.

Today learning contexts go beyond the
physical space of the so-called traditional
classroom, students have the opportunity
to be in constant learning, for example
using digital technologies and online
virtual environments, enabling real-time
collaboration, whether by voice, video,
image or text (Rabinovich and Horwitz,
2006). In online environments, the ability
to socialize is assumed to be of greater
importance, considering it as a key factor
for collaborative learning and knowledge
building. We understand, in a broad way,
that we are facing a collaborative learning
situation when one or more people learn
or try to learn something together. Thus,
a virtual learning environment (VLE)
has specific characteristics such as the
fact that they are spaces of information
and socialization and where students are
not only active but also actors. They are
not restricted to distance education and
integrate multiple tools, complement
the physical space of the classroom and
are explicitly represented (Dillenbourg,
1999). A VLE is “a set of teaching and
learning tools designed to enhance a
student’s learning experience by including
computers and the Internet in the learning
process”. The use of digital technologies
as a way of valuing learning contexts is
an added advantage, especially because
students seem to have a lot of practice in
using them. Students attending higher
education after 2000 have been found to
need a more active learning environment
based on innovative teaching strategies.
However, what they often find are strategies
out of touch with current reality and their
actual needs. Thus, they are asked to sit in
lines and attend lectures and collect notes
or solve exercises assigned by the teacher; It
is a teaching strategy that does not prepare
them to be critical citizens or empower
them to be autonomous in building their
own knowledge. (Bettencourt, 2009).These
students are comfortable with just-in-time
learning: learning what is needed when
and only when it is needed. (Figueiredo,

2010). They live in a multimodal and
interconnected society, and for them
this way of dealing with information is
much more intense and appealing than
listening to a single source of information
at a time (Veen and Vrakking, 2006).

Much of our daily activity takes place in
a digital environment, using online tools
and social networks. Social networks of
professional, academic or more social or
playful nature can be found and are used
by almost everyone, regardless of gender,
age or social status. As noted by Castells
(2005), a network-based social structure
is a highly dynamic, open system that is
open to innovation and free from threats
to its balance. With social networks we
can establish a set of connections and
relationships based on interests, likes or
needs, allowing you to communicate,
share, interact and collaborate quickly
and from anywhere, as long as we have
access to the Internet. In education social
networks, web tools, virtual environments
and digital technologies have been
gradually introduced. As mentioned above,
most of our students are from generation
2.0 and as such feel comfortable using
these technologies and environments. It is
up to teachers to help students use these
tools and environments more effectively
and optimally. In this way, they reveal to
students other ways of use, in order to
share information and acquire knowledge
through access to a varied and credible
set of information and content and
experts. This gives students tools that
enable them to search, select, share and
reuse information. The teacher assumes
the role of facilitator, guide and advisor,
leaving the student a more active role in
seeking information and building their
knowledge. These competences are of
prime importance, especially because
today’s society “requires that learners can
apply, analyze, synthesize and evaluate
information” (Chapman, Ramondt, and
Smiley, 2005) when in the workplace.

Initially, highereducationinstitutions (HEI)
began using online learning management
systems (LMS) and learning content
management (LCM) to enable teachers to
share documents to support their classes.

Platforms such as Moodle, for example, are
now part of the daily life of HEIs, and allow
some interaction between teachers and
students. However, in this type of LMS, the
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student can only share information if the
teacher gives him the possibility. This is not
always the case, so in most cases students
use Moodle to look up documents provided
by the teacher or to deliver assignments
as if it were a repository of information.

More recently, social networks, web tools
and collaborative virtual environments
have been integrated into learning
contexts, bringing changes such that we
no longer imagine ourselves teaching
without them. Hargadon (2009) points out
three aspects that he considers to define
educational social online environments:

» the ability to collaborate with others
both synchronously and asynchronously;

* the ability to create a personal profile built
solely around educational and curriculum
specialties and interests, making it easier
to find other people, resources, events and
discussions around the same interests;

* the ability to more easily find, organize,
manage and share information and content.

We understand that socialization is a
key factor for collaborative learning and
knowledge building. Thus, and like Palloff
and Pratt (2005), we consider that the
main benefits of collaborative learning
are the development of critical thinking
capacity, co-creation of knowledge and
meaning, reflection and transformative
learning. However, the social component,
often referred to as important for gaining
new skills and learning, is not a key factor
in LMS platforms such as Moodle, which
focuses more on content distribution
and management. Socialization 1is the
essence of social networking and is
a success factor for the social web.

As we mentioned earlier, these social
networks are widely used by students,
although not always with a learning
perspective.

In fact, digital technologies and online
virtual  environments bring  various
learning benefits to students, which
can be summarized in five strands
(Kreijns,  Kirschner and  Jochems,
2003; McLoughlin and Lee, 2007):

* Participatory learning, by encouraging
participation in content creation and editing;
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* Collaborative learning, provided by
collaborative knowledge building, where
the information shared by each individual
can be recombined to create new forms,
concepts, ideas, mash-ups and services;

» Autonomous learning, with the aim of
sharing, communicating and discovering

information in learning communities;

* Ability to communicate and interact,

generating richer opportunities
through socialization and
community integration of learning;

 Lifelong learning by developing digital
skills and joining the wisdom of the crowds.

Digital technologies and virtual learning
environments enable students to shift
from being mere passive recipients of
information and knowledge to being active
and reactive - seeking, creating, sharing
and commenting on content and contexts,
contributing to mass collaboration
(Tapscott and Williams, 2008) or collective
intelligence (Lévy, 1997) and for a wisdom
of crowds (Surowiecki, 2005). Mass
collaboration is based on transparency
and trust among peers, where everyone
contributes to the same end. There is a
sharing of information and content that can
and should be commented on and improved
by the group, contributing to the whole.
Bradley and McDonald (2011) described
the cycle of mass collaboration in which
a large and diverse group of individuals
engages and contributes positively to a
common purpose. Reinforcing the idea
that the whole is better than the parts,
comes the concept of wisdom of crowds
that argues that “If you put together a
big enough and diverse enough group of
people and ask them to ‘make decisions
affecting matters of general interest’,
that group’s decision will, over time, be
‘intellectually superior to the isolated
individual’, no matter how smart or how
well-informed he is” (Surowiecki, 2005).

The use of collaborative virtual learning
environments offers students and teachers
the essential means to coordinate their
interactions in the same virtual universe
of knowledge, because intelligence is
distributed everywhere, implying the
valorization of skills of this collaborative
group. Online digital platforms allow not
only to store and retrieve information

easily, but also to be shared with equal
simplicity, promote interaction and the
distribution of knowledge among users.

Despite students’ clear interest in digital
technologies, student participation in
virtual learning environments cannot
be taken for granted, there is a need to
promote and maintain this participation.
Students have to be stimulated and
reminded about their roles and should be
autonomous, but the teacher has to provide
incentives. Interaction should be improved
through two-way communication between
participants, organizing social interaction,
collaboration and shared activities,
otherwise they are unlikely to occur or
be meaningful. In a digital environment,
the teacher also has to promote a
sense of community and encourage
the development of a social presence.

It is very important not to replicate so-
called traditional classrooms in digital
learning environments, it will make
no sense if the only thing to change is
the location or space. Methodologies
that favor collaborative and network
communication and interaction should be
employed. Focusing more on students and
their needs than on technology is crucial.

Implementing virtual learning
environments with synchronous and
asynchronous communication and
interaction can be a solution to consider
in  various circumstances, whether
or not associated with traditional

classroom teaching. The virtual learning
environments allows expanding the
capacity of educational institutions,
reaching new audiences. The combination
and adaptation of different active
methodologies contributes to the renewal
of teaching methods and practices, making
them more suited to the technological
evolution of the digital society.

Digital technologies have brought about
changes in the way students learn, not
only in students in generation 2.0,
but also in students in generation 1.0.
Education thus needs a change, to be
more personalized, more reflective,
to be networked and to be digital.

ANA LOUREIRO
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