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The Networked Student: Contextualizing Scientific Knowledge for
Educational Practice

Abstract: To study how stimulating networked learning in a formal education program
contributes to teachers’ meaning making and their contextualizing of scientific knowledge for
their educational practice, a pilot was conducted. In an online distance learning course for
teachers aspiring an academic degree in Educational Sciences principles of networked
learning were applied to course design in a three-phase intervention: (1) creating of network
awareness, (2) providing learners with tools for developing networking skills and (3)
assessing of the value created in the network throughout the course. By combining Social
Network Analysis and a value creation perspective on learning, teachers meaning making
processes between scientific knowledge and the applicability of this knowledge in their
everyday educational practice were reconstructed. This short paper provides an overview of
the design of the study, results expected December 2017.

Introduction

The revenues of formal learning activities for the educational practice of teachers are not always clear cut.
Teachers often perceive their professional development as unrelated to their classroom practice (Lieberman &
Pointer Mace, 2008) and scientific knowledge, offered through professional development programs, hardly finds
its way to teachers daily practice (Lysenko, Abrami, Dagenais, & Janosz, 2014). Teachers perceive little
relationship between their complex educational problems and the existing body of educational research.
Scientific knowledge largely exists in a disassembled state, which add to the difficulty teachers perceive in
accessing and consolidating scientific knowledge and in using it for practical purposes (Lysenko, Abrami,
Dagenais, & Janosz, 2014).

Research has shown that teachers value and use scientific knowledge more when they feel it relates to
their professional practice: for instance when it matches their personal experience (Zeuli, 1994), tackles specific
aspects of teaching (Everton, Galton, & Pell, 2000), and can be directly applied to their teaching (Ratcliffe,
Bartholomew, Hames, Hind, Leach, Millar, & Osborne, 2005). Informal learning activities that entail social
interaction with others are found to be a way to relate scientific research knowledge to teachers professional
practice. As Baker-Doyle and Yoon (2011) argue, it is through teachers’ informal social networks that
knowledge is interpreted, shared, compiled, contextualized and sustained. Social interaction is the motor
through which this meaning making process takes place (Nijland, 2011): the dialogue between a learner and
important others tend to become an inner dialogue within the learner (Hoekstra & Korthagen, 2011; Lewis,
2002).

To study whether the use of networked learning might contribute to the practical revenues of formal
education, a pilot was conducted. In the first course of an online distance education Master of Science program
in Educational Sciences, a three-phased intervention for stimulating networked learning (Nijland, Van
Amersfoort, Schreurs & De Laat, in press) was implemented. This two year Master of Science program is
predominantly attended by teachers as a form of professional development aside of their daily teaching jobs in
primary, secondary or tertiary education. The pilot was aimed at providing students with the opportunity to
interpret and contextualize the knowledge they acquired in the academic curriculum in informal social networks
with other students with similar teacher backgrounds, to stimulate the meaning making process between
scientific knowledge and the applicability of this knowledge in their everyday educational practice. The research
question we sought out to answer was: ‘How does stimulating networked learning in a formal education
program contribute to teachers’ meaning making and contextualizing of scientific knowledge for their
educational practice?’. This short paper provides an overview of the design of the study, which is still in
progress.

Theoretical background

Networked learning is a form of informal learning, where individuals rely on their web of relationships to seek
information, resources, support and beneficial opportunities (De Laat & Coenders, 2011; Jones, Asensio, &
Goodyear, 2000). Social networks not only are a source of social and human capital, they also function as a
conduit for contextualizing knowledge acquired elsewhere. To stimulate networked learning Nijland, Van
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Amersfoort, Schreurs and De Laat (in press) have designed a three-phased intervention based on insights into
networked learning. The three-phased intervention consists of phase (1) awareness: creating network awareness
and accessibility, phase (2) ability: providing participants with tools for developing networking skills and phase
(3) appreciation: assessing and promoting the value created in the network to contribute to an individual
recognition of both contextualized knowledge and of social networks as a conduit for contextualizing
knowledge.

Phase 1 is founded on the assumption that participants have to be aware of their social and human
capital in order to effectively use their networks for knowledge sharing and construction (Baker-Doyle & Yoon,
2011). In addition, participants have to be able to access the knowledge of others, preferably at the moment help
or knowledge is needed (Cross & Parker, 2004). Mapping the relationships between people and the knowledge
they share in diagrams of social networks and subsequently feeding these diagrams back to the visualizes who
can reach whom and aids to this accessibility(Cross, Parker, Prusak, & Borgatti, 2001; Nijland, Van Amersfoort,
Schreurs, & De laat, in press).

Phase 2 is founded on the assumption that networked learning requires the ability to construct a
learning relationship with others. Knowledge sharing between professionals is stimulated by a trusting
relationship (Crona & Parker, 2012; Daly, 2012; Day & Hadfield, 2004). Davidson and Nowicki (2012) argue
that teachers in particular tend to feel resistant when receiving knowledge from someone they don’t know.
Feelings of relatedness and trust can be fostered by socio-emotional interaction between people (Cutler, 1996;
Rovai, 2001). Providing people with the opportunity to meet others who share the same professional interests,
thus creating a common ground (Rajagopal, 2013), in an informal setting creates an atmosphere that stimulates
the formation of learning relationships (Nijland, Van Amersfoort, Schreurs, & De laat, in press).

Phase 3 is founded on the assumption that when people are aware of the value of their personal
networks, they may actively shape it to further their professional development (Van Waes et al., 2016). Wenger,
Trayner and De Laat (2011) developed a framework that was intended for grasping both the process and the
revenues of network and community engagement: the Value Creation Framework (VCF). They note that
learning is not solely valuable for the learner, but also for his or her stakeholders: people in the social network
of the learner, who experience the effects of what is learned by the learner. Learning is therefore an inherently
collective event. Feeding back the value constructed through network engagement to learners results into
awareness of the way knowledge is constructed and contextualized thus promoting informal learning (Nijland,
Van Amersfoort, Schreurs, & De laat, in press).

The VCF (Wenger, Trayner, & De Laat, 2011) explores elements of value in five cycles. The cycles
they describe are: Cycle 1, Immediate value: Activities can have value in and of themselves. They can be fun
and inspiring. They can recognize your competence, provide a sense of social relatedness and reaffirm your
sense of autonomy. Cycle 2, Potential value: Activities and interactions can produce ‘knowledge capital’, which
value lies in its potential to be realized later. Cycle 3, Applied value: Looking at applied value means
identifying the ways practice has changed as a result from network involvement. It is the value of
experimentation and innovation, of doing something new. Cycle 4, Realized value: Changed practice can lead to
improved performance. Cycle 5, Reframing value: When social learning causes a reconsideration of the learning
imperatives and the criteria by which success is defined, value is reframed.

Methodology

Context

To study how stimulated networked learning effected formal learning, all 71 students of an introductory course
in a distance education Master of Science program in Educational Sciences were invited to participate in a pilot
study. While the Master’s program is delivered online, the introductory course starts with a face to face meeting
in which all students and teachers of the course meet and work together during six hours. After that students
study online for 11 weeks on a course in which they are introduced into the workings of scientific research. The
main part of the course was to design, conduct and report on a study into the visibility of learning theories in
teacher behaviour in the classroom. Students write their own research proposal, create research instruments,
conduct their research and present their results in both a poster presentation and a scientific article.

Design
To answer our research question the three-phased intervention for stimulating networked learning (Nijland, Van
Amersfoort, Schreurs, & De Laat, in press) was implemented throughout the course. The content of the course,



which was primarily aimed to be carried out individually online, was not altered, only the opportunity for
informal social learning was added. Phase 1: awareness and phase 2: ability were implemented at the face to
face meeting of the course. First, all learning relationships between students and their expertise, hobby’s and
learning aims in relation to their professional practice were gathered and fed back to the students, to create
network awareness and common ground. Second, all students were asked to form learning groups during the
three breaks, for support and the opportunity to discuss the content of the course during the eleven weeks. The
formation of these study groups was voluntary. In phase 3: appreciation, twelve students were interviewed on
the interaction they had within their learning groups and with other students during the course and the way these
interactions effected their learning and their teaching practice. These interviews were anonymized and the
results were fed back to all students. After this, all students received an online form containing the interview
questions, and were asked to report on their valuable conversations during the course. All 71 students
participated in the study.

Data gathering and analysis

The learning relationships between the students participating in the course were mapped out on three occasions
using Social Network Analysis: before and at the end of the face to face meeting, and at the end of the course.
The learning relationships were gathered by asking participants ‘With whom did you have one or more valuable
conversations?’ and were analyzed using UClInet software for network analysis. The way students created and
contextualize knowledge in their informal social networks was assessed using a semi-structured interview to
explore the value created in these valuable conversations. The questions used were:

What valuable conversations did you have? Could you describe these valuable conversations?
How did you experience having this conversation?

What did you get out of this conversation?

How did that affect your work in practice?

What difference did that make for your achievements, those of your pupils or those of your school?
Did you gain a different perspective on something by having this conversation?

ocoupwdE

Based on the centrality measures derived from the final SNA, twelve students were interviewed: four with a
central position in the learning network, four with a position at the edge of the network and four with an
intermediate central position. The interviews and the online forms were analyzed using VCF (Wenger, Trayner,
& De Laat, 2011). Results are expected in December 2017.
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