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Abstract

What is virtual reality and how do we conceptualize, create, use, and inquire
into learning settings that capture the possibilities of virtual life? The Interna-
tional Handbook of Virtual Learning Environments was developed to explore
Virtual Learning Environments (VLE’s), and their relationships with digital,
in real life and virtual worlds.

Three issues are explored and used as organizers for The Handbook. First,
a distinction is made between virtual learning and learning virtually. Second,
since the focus is on learning, an educational framework is developed as a
means of bringing coherence to the available literature. Third, learning is de-
fined broadly as a process of knowledge creation for transforming experience
to reflect different facets of “the curriculum of life”.

To reflect these issues The Handbook is divided into four sections:
Foundations of Virtual Learning Environments; Schooling, Professional
Learning and Knowledge Management; Out-of-School Learning Envi-
ronments; and Challenges for Virtual Learning Environments. A variety
of chapters representing different academic and professional fields are in-
cluded. These chapters cover topics ranging from philosophical perspectives,
historical, sociological, political and educational analyses, case studies from
practical and research settings, as well as several provocative ‘classics’ origi-
nally published in other settings.
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in the World Association for Online Education (www.waoe.org). She is a
firm believer in the importance of learner autonomy in language learning and
finds that virtual learning provides an amazing avenue for capitalizing on this
potential.

Mizuko (Mimi) Ito is a cultural anthropologist of technology use, focusing
on children and youth’s changing relationships to media and communications.
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She has been conducting ongoing research on kids’ technoculture in
Japan and the US, and is co-editor of, Personal, portable, pedestrian:
Mobile phones in Japanese life. She is a Research Scientist at the Annen-
berg Center for Communication and a Visiting Associate Professor at Keio
University in Japan.

Jennifer Jenson is Assistant Professor of Pedagogy and Technology in the
Faculty of Education at York University. She has published on gender and
technology, cultural studies of technology and technology in education. Her
current interests include gender, education and digital game play.

Steve Jones is Professor of Communication, Research Associate in the
Electronic Visualization Laboratory, Adjunct Professor of Art & Design
at the University of Illinois—Chicago, and Adjunct Research Professor in
the Institute of Communications Research at the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign. He holds the Ph.D. in Communication from the Institute
of Communications Research, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.
Jones is author and editor of numerous books, including Society Online,
CyberSociety, Virtual culture; Doing internet research; CyberSociety 2.0;
The encyclopedia of new media; Rock formation: Technology, music and
mass communication (all published by Sage); The Internet for educators
and homeschoolers (ETC Publications); and Pop music & the press (Temple
University Press). He was first President and co-founder of the Association
of Internet Researchers and serves as Senior Research Fellow at the Pew
Internet & American Life Project.

Daniel P. Keating is Research Professor and Director of the Center for Human
Growth and Development, and Professor of Psychology, Psychiatry, and Pe-
diatrics at the University of Michigan. He is a Fellow of the Canadian Institute
for Advanced Research.

Douglas Kellner is George Kneller Chair in the Philosophy of Education
at UCLA and is author of many books on social theory, politics, history,
and culture, including (with Michael Ryan) Camera politica: The politics and
ideology of contemporary Hollywood film;  Critical theory, Marxism, and
modernity; Jean Baudrillard: From Marxism to postmodernism and beyond;
(with Steven Best) Postmodern theory: Critical interrogations; Television and
the crisis of democracy; the Persian Gulf TV war; (with Steven Best) Media
culture, and The postmodern turn.

Kinshuk is Director of the Advanced Learning Technology Research Centre
and Associate Professor of Information Systems at Massey University, New
Zealand. He has been involved in large-scale research projects for exploration
based adaptive educational environments and has published over 150 research
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papers in international refereed journals, conferences and book chapters. He
is Chair of the IEEE Technical Committee on Learning Technology and In-
ternational Forum of Educational Technology & Society. He is also Editor
of the SSCI indexed Journal of Educational Technology & Society (ISSN
1436-4522).

Rob Kitchin is Director of the National Institute of Regional and Spatial Anal-
ysis (NIRSA) at the National University of Ireland, Maynooth. He is the Man-
aging Editor of the journal Social and Cultural Geography and author/editor of
twelve books, including Mapping cyberspace and Atlas of cyberspace, both
written with Martin Dodge.

Rob Kling was Professor of Information Science and Information Sys-
tems at Indiana University, where he directed the Center for Social In-
formatics, an interdisciplinary research center, and was Editor-in-Chief of
The Information Society. Since the early 1970s Dr. Kling had studied
the social opportunities and dilemmas of computerization for managers,
professionals, workers, and the public. Computerization and controversy:
Value conflicts & social choices, perhaps his best-known work, examined the
consequences and effects of computerization in organizations and social life,
focusing onissues of productivity, work life, personal privacy, risks, and ethics.
He passed away unexpectedly on May 15th, 2003.

Emmanuel Koku is a visiting Assistant Professor of Sociology at Tem-
ple University. His research and applied interests lie in the areas of social
network analysis, research methods and statistics, virtual organizations, the
structure of online and offline communities, and social epidemiology. His cur-
rent research investigates consultation and advice-seeking networks among
scholars and other knowledge workers, and their use of computer-mediated
communication media. In addition, he is currently examining the links be-
tween sexual behaviors, sexual/social networks, HI'V transmission and preven-
tion. He recently received his Ph.D. in Sociology from University of Toronto,
Canada.

Lisa Korteweg is a tenure-track faculty member at Lakehead Uni-
versity, Ontario, Canada. Her Ph.D. dissertation, Portals, practitioners,
and public knowledge: A sociotechnical analysis of digital teacher education
(University of British Columbia, 2005), explored the issues of online teacher
education portals and the possibilities of a digital epistemic community of
practitioners and researchers.

Vasilia Kourtis-Kazoullis received her Ph.D. from the Department of
Primary Education, University of the Aegean. The topic of her Ph.D.
was Dial.ogos: Bilingualism and second language learning on the Internet.
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She received a M.Ed. from the University of Wales, Swansea and a B.A. in En-
glish Literature and Linguistics from Youngstown State University, U.S.A. She
has been teaching English in the Greek Public School System, Secondary Edu-
cation, since 1990 and has also taught English at the Department of Preschool
Education and Educational Design, University of the Aegean. She now teaches
courses related to language learning and new technologies at the Department
of Mediterranean Studies, and in the Master’s Program at the Department of
Primary Education, University of the Aegean.

Miss Elicia Lanham received her B.Computing (Information Management)
and B. Computing (Honours) degrees from Deakin University, Melbourne,
Australia in 2001 and 2002, respectively, and a Certificate II in Small Busi-
ness Management from the Vocational and Educational Training Accredita-
tion Board (VETAB), Australia, 2000. She is currently a Ph.D. Candidate in
the School of Information Technology, Deakin University, Melbourne, Aus-
tralia. Her research interests include practical and cultural issues of Internet
education, cross-cultural learning styles and e-learning.

Benjamin Lefebvre is writing his doctoral dissertation in English at Mc-
Master University on ideology and child protagonists in Canadian and
Québécois fiction. He recently guest-edited a double issue of Canadian
Children’s Literature/Littérature canadienne pour la jeunesse on “Reassess-
ments of L.M. Montgomery” (2004). His latest academic contributions have
appeared or are forthcoming in Children’s Literature Association Quar-
terly, English Studies in Canada, Children’s Literature, Voix plurielles,
and The Oxford Encyclopedia of children’s literature, edited by Jack Zipes
(Oxford University Press, 2006).

Jing Lei is a doctoral candidate in the Learning, Technology, and Culture
Program in the College of Education at Michigan State University. Her dis-
sertation concerns conditions for effective technology use by students.

Michelle Levesque is currently studying Computer Science at the University
of Toronto. She also spends her time working at the Citizen Lab, where she
designs and implements programs to enumerate and circumvent state-imposed
Internet content filtering.

Taiyu Lin is a doctoral student in the Advanced Learning Technology Re-
search Centre at Massey University, New Zealand. His research interests in-
clude cognitive profiling of the learners.

Dr. Charlotte Linde is a Senior Research Scientist at NASA Ames Re-

search Center, working on issues of narrative and institutional memory, knowl-
edge management, human-centered computing, and work systems design and
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evaluation. She holds a doctorate in linguistics from Columbia University, and
is the author of a book on the use of narrative in the social negotiation of the
self (Life stories: The creation of coherence, Oxford University Press).

John Logie is an Assistant Professor of Rhetoric at the University of Min-
nesota. His scholarship addresses authorship and rhetorical invention, with
a particular emphasis on the implications of digital media for these prac-
tices. His articles have appeared in First Monday, Rhetoric Society Quarterly,
Rhetoric Review, Computers & Composition, KB Journal, and a number of
anthologies. He is currently completing a book-length project on the rhetoric
of the peer-to-peer debates, to be published by Parlor Press.

Carmen Luke is Professor at the University of Queensland in Australia. Her
work has been in the areas of media literacy and new media, feminist studies,
globalization and higher education. Her principal research focus has been on
young people’s relationships to ‘old’ and ‘new’ media, new technologies and
popular culture, and the role of schooling in providing critical media and ICT
skills. Her current theoretical interests are in cultural globalization theory and
cosmopolitan ‘democracy’, and she is currently conducting research on the
future of public education and public archives of knowledge in the context of
globalization and commercialization of knowledge.

Robert Luke, Ph.D., is the Manager of Educational Informatics, Department
of Radiation Oncology, Princess Margaret Hospital at the University Health
Network, University of Toronto. He studies community learning networks,
with an emphasis on learning environments for health and education. This
includes work on online interprofessional education for healthcare teams, as
well as for patient learning. He is actively involved in the development of stan-
dards and technologies that assist people with various abilities and learning
styles. This is explored through community informatics and the design of in-
formation and communications technology systems that enhance community
health, social, economic, and political development.

Timothy W. Luke is University Distinguished Professor of Political Sci-
ence at Virginia Polytechnic Institute and State University in Blacksburg,
Virginia. He also is the Program Chair for Government and International
Affairs in the School of Public and International Affairs, and he serves as
Director of the Center for Digital Discourse and Culture in the College
of Liberal Arts and Human Sciences at Virginia Tech. From 1997 through
2002, he was Executive Director of the Institute for Distance and Distributed
Learning, which is the university’s main on-line learning environment. His
recent books are Capitalism, democracy, and ecology: Departing from Marx
(University of Illinois Press, 1999); The politics of cyberspace, ed. with
Chris Toulouse (Routledge, 1998); and Ecocritique: Contesting the politics
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of nature, economy, and culture (University of Minnesota Press, 1997). His
latest book, Museum politics: Powerplays at the exhibition, was published in
2002 with the University of Minnesota Press.

Steve Mann has written more than 200 research publications and has been
the keynote speaker at more than 25 scholarly and industry symposia and
conferences and has also been an invited speaker at more than 50 university
Distinguished Lecture Series and Colloquia. He received his Ph.D. degree
from MIT in 1997 for work including the invention of Humanistic Intelli-
gence. He is also inventor of the Chirplet Transform, a new mathematical
framework for signal processing, of Comparametric Equations, a new math-
ematical framework for computer mediated reality, and of the FUNtain fluid
user interface. He is currently a tenured faculty member at the University of
Toronto.

John W. Maxwell is a faculty member of the Master of Publishing Program
at Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, where his focus is on the impact
of digital technology in the cultural sector. His research interests include the
history of computing and new media, and contemporary myth-making in the
face of digital media.

Rochelle Mazar has a B.A. in English, a masters degree in Theological Stud-
ies, and spent a couple of years in a Ph.D. program in History before seeing the
light and going to library school. Currently she is an Instructional Technology
Liaison Librarian at the University of Toronto at Mississauga. She has been
involved in online educational environments since 1993, and likes to write
fiction in her spare time.

Ken S. McAllister is an Associate Professor of Rhetoric at the Univer-
sity of Arizona and the Co-Director of the Learning Games Initiative
(http://1gi.mesmernet.org), an international research organization that studies,
teaches with, and builds computer games. He also runs the Arizona Chapter of
Alternative Educational Environments, which works with teachers, scientists,
inventors, artists, and humanities scholars to develop innovative instructional
technologies and contexts for learning.

Steve McCarty is a Professor at Osaka Jogakuin College in Japan. Since 1998
he has been re-elected President ofthe World Association for Online Education
(www.waoe.org). He teaches English as a Foreign Language (EFL) through
topics such as current events, human rights and bilingualism. His college
was the first in the world, before Duke University, where all entering students
receive iPods with listening materials. Born in Boston, he specialized in Japan
at the University of Hawaii. His Website of online publications received a
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four-star rating, very useful for research, in 1997, 2001 and 2005 from the
Asian Studies WWW Virtual Library.

Dr. Ronen Mir is the Executive Director of SciTech Hands On Museum
in Aurora, Illinois and a guest scientist at the Fermi National Accelerator
Laboratory. Dr. Mir focuses on Science Education for the public, helping to
develop Science Centers in the US, South America and Israel. He received
his Ph.D. in Physics from the Weizmann Institute of Science, Israel, and a
Museology Certificate from Tel Aviv University, Israel. He and his wife, Dr.
Debby Mir, are the parents of Shlomi (18), Adva (16) and Julia (12).

Jane Mitchell is a senior lecturer in the Faculty of Education at Monash Uni-
versity (Australia). Her research interests focus on curriculum and pedagogy
in teacher education. A particular aspect of her research is concerned with the
design and analysis of new learning spaces using web-based technology.

Ryan M. Moeller is an assistant professor in the Department of English at
Utah State University. He teaches courses in professional writing, rhetorical
theory, and the rhetorics of technology. His research is focused on the rela-
tionships among technique, technology, and rhetorical agency. His work has
appeared in Technical Communication Quarterly, Kairos, Works and Days,
and in book chapters. He is currently working on a book manuscript that exam-
ines the rhetoric of consumer electronics through political economy analysis.

Gale Moore is the Director of the Knowledge Media Design Institute (KMDI),
an interdisciplinary research and teaching institute and intellectual incubator
at the University of Toronto, and a professor in the Department of Sociology.
As sociologist-designer, her primary interests for the past 15 years have been
the social impacts of ICTs in everyday life, and on bringing an understand-
ing of peoples’ experience and practice into the design of new technologies.
As a sociologist of work and organisations, her interests have been in under-
standing collaboration as a nexus of people, practice and technology, and in
interdisciplinarity and innovation in the contemporary university. Moore is a
co-inventor of ePresence Interactive Media.

Monica Murero is the Director of the E-Life International Institute, and Pro-
fessor in Communication and Media Integration at the Center of Excellence
MICC (Media Integration and Communication), University of Florence in
Italy. She is a consultant working for the European Commission, and she is the
Treasurer of the International Association of Internet Researchers (aoir.org).
In 2002 she founded the International Network of Excellence in E-Health
Research (INoEHR) with Susannah Fox (Pew Internet). Her interdisciplinary
work has appeared in several international journals, publications and television
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programs. Prof. Murero has received several international awards and grants,
including the “Rientro Cervelli”—the most prestigious Italian award granted
to distinguished scientists working in the international community—and has
authored and co-edited three books. Her next book, with R. E. Rice, pro-
jected for 2006 is Internet and health care: Theory, research and practices,
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

Elizabeth D. Mynatt is the GVU Center Director, the HCC Ph.D. Program
Faculty Coordinator and an Associate Professor in the College of Comput-
ing at the Georgia Institute of Technology. There, she directs the research
program in Everyday Computing—examining the human-computer interface
implications of having computation continuously present in many aspects of
everyday life. Themes in her research include supporting informal collabora-
tion and awareness in office environments, enabling creative work and visual
communication, and augmenting social processes for managing personal in-
formation. Dr. Mynatt is one of the principal researchers in the Aware Home
Research Initiative which is investigating the design of future home technolo-
gies, especially those that enable older adults to continue living independently
as opposed to moving to an institutional care setting.

Gary Natriello is the Gottesman Professor of Educational Research and Pro-
fessor of Sociology and Education at Teachers College, Columbia University.
Professor Natriello’s work has focused on the education of at-risk youth, the
evaluation of student performance, the social organization of schools, and the
sociology of online learning. He is a past Editor of the American Educational
Research Journal and the current Executive Editor of the Teachers College
Record.

Vera Nincic received her Ph.D. from the Ontario Institute for Studies in Edu-
cation at the University of Toronto. Her research explores the intersections of
immigration, language, and computer technologies, and her dissertation fo-
cused in particular on the uses of computer technologies by nonnative English
speaking students in academic contexts. She is now the Research Coordinator
of a major research project in the Faculty of Nursing, University of Toronto.

Jeff Noon was born in 1957, in Manchester, England. He was trained in the
visual arts, and was musically active in the punk scene, before starting to write
plays for the theatre. Since his first novel, Vurt, published in 1993, he has con-
centrated on finding new ways of writing, suitable for portraying the modern
world in all its complexity, taking ideas and methods from musical composi-
tion and applying them to narrative. His other books include Automated Alice,
Pixel Juice, Needle in the Groove and Falling Out Of Cars. His plays include
Woundings, The Modernists and Dead Code.
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Vicki O’Day is a doctoral student in cultural anthropology at U.C. Santa
Cruz. She is currently studying the uses of computational materials and ideas
in biological research, particularly in the context of research into age-related
genes and new models of human aging. Before returning to student life, she
worked in several research labs in Silicon Valley, where she designed software
and studied technology use in offices, schools, and libraries. Her earlier work
addressed problems in information access, collaborative work, and online
communities for senior citizens and children. She is the author (with Bonnie
A. Nardi) of Information ecologies: Using technology with heart.

Ashok Patel is Director of CAL Research at De Montfort University, United
Kingdom. A professional accountant, his research interests have expanded
to intelligent tutoring and adaptive learning. He is Co-Editor of the SSCI
indexed Journal of Educational Technology & Society (ISSN 1436-4522) and
executive committee member of the IEEE Technical Committee on Learning
Technology.

Brian Pauling’s employment background spans many years of working in
radio, television, bookselling, publishing, community education, adult edu-
cation and tertiary education in New Zealand. He is a regular broadcaster
and has published and presented, nationally and internationally, on media and
education issues. He was also responsible for the establishment of the first
independent community access radio station, PLAINSFM, which began in-
termittent broadcasting in 1984 and full-time broadcasting in 1987. He has a
particular interest in the educational theories of capability learning, cooper-
ative education, immersion learning and independent learning, all of which
inform the qualifications and the teaching practices of the School. His current
research involves a study of the impact of converging technologies (television,
telecommunications and computers) on the delivery of teaching and learning.
He is media consultant for a number of regional and national organisations.
Brian began the broadcasting programme at CPIT in 1983 and was the first
Head of School.

Roy Pea is Stanford University Professor of the Learning Sciences and Di-
rector of the Stanford Center for Innovations in Learning. He has published
120 chapters and articles on such topics as distributed cognition, learning
and education fostered by advanced technologies including scientific visu-
alization, on-line communities, digital video collaboratories, and wireless
handheld computers. He was co-author of the National Academy Press’s
How people learn. Dr. Pea is a Fellow of the National Academy of Education,
American Psychological Society, and the Center for Advanced Study in the
Behavioral Sciences. He received his doctorate in developmental psychology
from Oxford as a Rhodes Scholar.
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Michael A. Peters is Professor of Education at the University of Illinois.
He held a chair as Professor of Education in the Department of Educational
Studies at the University of Glasgow (2000-2005) as well as positions as Ad-
junct Professor at the University of Auckland and the Auckland University of
Technology. He is the author or editor of over twenty-five books and the ed-
itor of Educational Philosophy and Theory, Policy Futures in Education and
E-Learning. His research interests include educational philosophy, education
and public policy, social and political theory.

Ruth Raitman received her BSc (Mathematics) and BComputing (Honours)
degrees from Deakin University, Australia in 2000 and 2001, respectively,
and is currently a Ph.D. candidate in the same university, soon to complete
all requirements. She is the HDR Representative of the Faculty of Science
and Technology School of Information Technology School Board at Deakin
and also acts as an online facilitator and tutor for several units. Her research
interests include e-learning, online collaboration and the employment of wikis
in the virtual environment.

Michael Rennick is the Director of Online Publishing for the Teachers Col-
lege Record at Teachers College, Columbia University and a doctoral student
in the interdisciplinary program in education. His research interests include
constructivist approaches to education, and social interaction in online envi-
ronments.

Sharon J. Rich is a Professor and Dean of Education at the University of New
Brunswick in Canada. She has published several papers about teaching and
learning in the virtual environment. Together with her team of collaborators
she was responsible for developing the online continuing teacher education
program at the University of Western Ontario. Her research interests include
the development of online community.

Rhonna J. Robbins-Sponaas earned her Master’s in English (Creative Writ-
ing) from The Florida State University, and is working toward a doctoral
defense in American Literature. Currently residing in Norway, she teaches
writing and literature to Norwegian and American students at the university
level, both online and face-to-face, and teaches English (ESOL) to Norwe-
gian students. Rhonna is a member of the enCore Consortium, has served as
executive director for an academic MOO, and as editor-in-chief for a recog-
nized online literary journal. Current projects include a book on Norway for
junior readers, and another about teaching writing online for higher education
students.

Vera Roberts is a researcher at the University of Toronto’s Adaptive Tech-
nology Resource Centre where her primary interests are inclusive design,
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software usability, inclusive usability testing methods, as well as ways to use
the capability of new technology to enhance new media so that it is fully
accessible. At the ATRC, Vera has been involved in many projects includ-
ing Barrier-Free Access to Broadband Education (http://barrierfree.ca), The
Inclusive Learning Exchange (www.inclusivelearning.ca) and The Canadian
Network for Inclusive Cultural Exchange (www.cnice.utoronto.ca). As part of
her research, Vera has developed and tested a usability testing method (gestu-
ral think-aloud protocol) for individuals who are deaf and communicate with
American Sign Language.

Dr. Glenn Russell has had more than thirty years experience teaching in Aus-
tralian schools and universities. He currently lectures in ICTE (information
and communications technology in education) in the Faculty of Education at
Monash University. He has an international reputation in virtual schooling,
cyberspace, and educational uses of hypertext. His current research involves
ethical uses of information and communications technology in school educa-
tion, virtual schools, and future trends in instructional technology and school
education.

Janet Ward Schofield is a Professor of Psychology and a Senior Scien-
tist at the Learning Research and Development Center at the University
of Pittsburgh. Her research focuses on two areas—the social psychology
of educational technology use, and race relations. She has published over
ninety papers and four books including Black and white in school, Computers
and classroom culture, and Bringing the Internet to school. She has served as
a consultant to local, state and national governments, as a member of boards
and committees at the U.S. National Academy of Sciences, and as an elected
member of the American Psychological Association’s governing body, the
Council of Representatives.

Pris Sears is currently the Network Administrator for the Department of
Horticulture at Virginia Tech. Her recently taught courses addressed web site
design and development, semiotic theory, and graphic design. She earned
her M.A. in the Instructional Technology Program at Virginia Tech. Pre-
vious publications include “HTML origins, owners, good practices,” in
WWW: Beyond the basics, and “Preparing tomorrow’s teachers to be socially
and ethically aware producers and consumers of interactive technologies,” in
Contemporary issues in technology and teacher education.

Boris 1. Sedunov is Deputy Rector of the Moscow State Institute of Busi-
ness Administration and the leader of its International Virtual University
project. Born in Eastern Siberia, he received a Master of Science degree
in Engineering-Physics and a doctorate in Physics-Math Sciences from the
Moscow Institute of Physics and Technology. He instructs courses on general,
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strategic and innovation management, presentation techniques, and modern
concepts of natural physics for managers. He developed and promoted the
methodology on how to effectively involve English-speaking business teach-
ers from the United States in the current educational process. He has created
new theories in statistical physics and the philosophy of management.

Cynthia L. Selfe is Humanities Distinguished Professor in the Department of
English at The Ohio State University, and the co-editor, with Gail Hawisher,
ofComputers and Composition: An International Journal. In 1996, Selfe was
recognized as an EDUCOM Medal award winner for innovative computer use
in higher education-the first woman and the first English teacher ever to receive
this award. In 2000, Selfe and her long-time collaborator, Gail Hawisher, were
presented with the ‘Outstanding Technology Innovator Award’ by the CCCC
Committee on Computers. Selfe has served as the Chair of the Conference
on College Composition and Communication and the Chair of the College
Section of the National Council of Teachers of English. She is the author of
numerous articles and books on literacy and computers.

Dr. Ramesh Sharma holds a Ph.D. in Education in the area of Educational
Technology and since 1996 has been working as Regional Director in Indira
Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU). Before joining IGNOU, he was
with a Teacher Training College for nearly ten years and has taught Educational
Technology, Educational Research and Statistics, Educational Measurement
and Evaluation, Psychodynamics of Mental Health Courses for the B.Ed. and
M.Ed. Programmes. He has conducted training programmes for the in- and
pre-service teachers on the use of multimedia in teaching and instruction, and
established a Centre of ICT in the College. His interests include the areas of
open and distance learning, ICT applications, on-line learning, and teacher
education.

Mark Shepard is an artist and architect whose cross-disciplinary practice
draws on architecture, film, and new media in addressing new social spaces
and signifying structures of emergent digital cultures. He is a founding mem-
ber dotsperinch—a collaborative network of artists, architects, technologists,
and programmers developing new media environments for the arts, museum,
design, and education communities. Mark holds an M.S. in Advanced Ar-
chitectural Design from Columbia University; an MFA in Combined Media
from Hunter College, CUNY; and a BArch from Cornell University. He is an
Assistant Professor of Architecture and Media Study at the State University
of New York (SUNY), Buffalo.

Professor Brian Shoesmith is Adjunct Professor, School of Communica-

tions and Multimedia at Edith Cowan University, Perth, Australia. He has
conducted extensive research in Asian media and digital culture. His recent
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publications have focused on the emergence of digital culture in international
contexts and the different interventions that new media have on different
societies.

Dr. Eleni Skourtou is Assistant Professor at the University of the Aegean, De-
partment of Primary Education. Her research areas are: bilingualism and bilin-
gual education, orality/literacy/multiliteracies, bilingualism and language
contact, bilingualism and second language learning/teaching in an electronic
environment.

Erin Smith is an Assistant Professor of New Media at Michigan Technological
University. She has published on literacy in relationship to video games and
other new media. The focus of her current research is on data-base driven
writing systems and literacy.

James J. Sosnoski is the author of Token professionals and master critics;
Modern Skeletons in postmodern closets and essays on instructional tech-
nology. He co-edited The geography of cyberspace; Conversations in honor
of James Berlin; and The TicToc conversations. He directed the Society
for Critical Exchange, the GRIP and TicToc projects. He coordinated
the Virtual Harlem project and co-edited Teaching history and configuring
virtual worlds: Virtual Harlem and the VERITAS studies. He is writing
Configuring: The art of understanding virtual worlds, on the role of virtual
experiences in interpersonal understanding.

Kevin Sumption is the Associate Director of Knowledge and Information
Management at Australia’s largest science museum, the Powerhouse Mu-
seum. For 15 years he worked as both a science and social history curator
and for much of this time has focused his research energies on the creation of
computer-based education programs and regularly publishes articles re online
learning. Kevin is also a lecturer in Design Theory and History at the Univer-
sity of Technology, Sydney and has been an invited speaker at conferences in
the UK, France, USA and Japan. He has also worked for UNESCO on a range
of cultural informatics projects in central Asia.

Jutta Treviranus is the coordinator of The Inclusive Learning Exchange
(TILE) project, and also coordinated the now completed Barrierfree project.
Jutta established and directs the Adaptive Technology Resource Centre at the
University of Toronto, a centre of expertise on barrierfree access to informa-
tion technology. She directs the Resource Centre for Academic Technology
and is the chair of international interoperability specification working groups
in the World Wide Web Consortium and the IMS Global Learning Consor-
tium. Status faculty appointments are held in the Faculty of Medicine, and the
Knowledge Media Design Institute, University of Toronto.
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Kylie Veale is a Ph.D. candidate in Media and Information at Curtin Uni-
versity of Technology, Australia, and has recently graduated from the Master
of Internet Studies programme. Her current research interests revolve around
environments of use within online communities, and the balance of online
activities among publishing, transacting, interacting, and collaborating. Her
Ph.D. research programme combines her academic interest in the Internet with
a long-time hobby—genealogy—by investigating a broad set of interactions
of the online genealogical community, as a case in point for hobbyist usage
of the Internet.

Dr. Lucas Walsh is currently a postdoctoral research fellow within the School
of Communications and Multimedia at Edith Cowan University, where he is
engaged in research on democracy and interactive environments. He is also
a Fellow of the Department of Learning and Educational Development at the
University of Melbourne, in Australia.

Prof. Barry Wellman leads the NetLab at the University of Toronto, studying
the intersection of computer, communication, and social networks in the com-
munities (the “Connected Lives” project) and organizations (‘“Transnational
Immigrant Entrepreneurs”; “Media Use in Organizations). He’s the founder
of the International Network for Social Network Analysis, the chair of the
Communication and Information Technologies section of the American So-
ciological Association, and the chair-emeritus of the ASA’s Community and
Urban Sociology section. Prof. Wellman has co-authored more than 200 ar-
ticles and is the co-editor of Social structures: A network approach (1988);
Networks in the global village (1999), and The Internet in everyday life
(2002).

Dr. Angela F.L. Wong is an Associate Professor with the Learning Sciences
and Technologies Academic Group, National Institute of Education (NIE),
Nanyang Technological University, Singapore. She is also the Associate Dean
for Practicum and School Matters in the Foundation Programmes Office. The
practicum is the teaching practice component of all initial teacher-training
programmes at NIE. She currently lectures in instructional technology and
classroom management modules. Her research interests include learning envi-
ronments, science education, instructional technology and practicum-related
issues in teacher education.

Yong Zhao is Professor of Educational Psychology and Educational Tech-
nology at College of Education, Michigan State University. He is also the
founding director of the Center for Teaching and Technology as well as the
US-China Center for Research on Educational Excellence. His research in-
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Introduction: Virtual Learning and Learning
Virtually!

JOEL WEISS

...imagine for one full day what life would be like without access to
current technologies such as computers, cell phones, handheld devices,
DVDss, the internet, data systems, or e-mail. (Bromfield, 2005, 1)

This is a description of a recent internet-based school curriculum initiative for
students, teachers and parents to imagine life without modern technologies.
While the context is North American schooling, the implications are far-
reaching for all. Regardless of our location on the planet, and the cultural and
language spaces in which we work and live, computers and other technological
innovations influence our lives to a greater extent all the time. As computers
take on a more visible role in our lives, moving from government and research
institutions into our communities, schools, and homes, we become more aware
of how these are both mediators of, and in themselves, learning settings.

Created learning environments are as old as societies’ first attempts at so-
cializing its young, and these settings have taken a variety of forms ranging
from the concrete literal to the creative imaginary. The relatively recent de-
velopment of the digital age has spawned interest in what has come to be
called ‘virtual reality’ and in delineating what this means for learning and the
creation of ‘virtual learning environments’. This Handbook was created to
explore features of virtual worlds and the relationships with diverse learning
settings. Since the concept of, and discourse surrounding, virtual learning
environments are not well developed in the literature, a deliberate strategy
has been to be expansive in choosing contributions. We sought out numerous
contributors representing multiple discourses with the aim of creating some
coherence in a complex field.

The resultant inclusion of sixty-three chapters requires creating some ad-
vanced organizers by which to view the project. First, what is meant by

! The International Handbook of Virtual Learning Environments has been quite the trans-
formative experience. Jason Nolan has been his usual provocative self, pushing me in new
directions throughout the various stages of the Handbook’s development. Jeremy Hunsinger
added some new directions when he joined us two years ago to replace Peter Trifonas who
took on other professional responsibilities. Vera Nincic’s skills in the virtual world enriched
the project. From the beginning, Michel Lokhorst, a former Senior Editor at Springer,
encouraged us to make this an enjoyable, worthwhile professional experience.

1
J. Weiss et al. (eds.), The International Handbook of Virtual Learning Environments, 1-33.
© 2006 Springer. Printed in the Netherlands.



technology and does ‘virtual” always, implicitly or explicitly, require modern
technology ushered in by the ‘computer age’? Second, what view of learn-
ing allows for the broad spectrum of possible situations that people interact
with in their complicated lives? Third, since the editors are primarily ed-
ucators, is there an educational framework that provides a useful form of
coherence for the topic of virtual learning environments? What follows im-
mediately are sections which discuss technology and its relationship with
virtual learning, a delineation of views about learning and an educational
framework that relies upon perspectives on curriculum. Following that is a
section on The Curriculum of the Handbook, including a description of its
structure and each of the included chapters, and some thoughts about future
activities.

TECHNOLOGY AND THE VIRTUAL WORLD

Technology is a complex construction: “It includes activities as well as a body
of knowledge, structures as well as the act of structuring.” (Franklin, 1990,
14) Its complexity has been evident throughout the history of considering
the so-called real world. When we turn to a consideration of cyberspace, this
complexity is no less evident. Technology helps to create, and is also the site
for, virtual learning environments. It’s both part of the process and is also a
product.

It has become commonplace to describe the learning environments medi-
ated by computers and digital technologies as virtual learning environments
(VLEs) in order to separate them from the real world learning environments
that have been with us since individuals came together to form communi-
ties and societies at the dawn of our various cultures. However, as Burbules
points out in the first chapter of this volume, virtual can be an illusory concept,
one with multiple meanings. A learning environment doesn’t necessarily have
to involve digital technologies in order for it to be considered a virtual learn-
ing environment. People over the centuries, especially through the arts, have
developed learning settings where individuals need to use their imagination,
often including the realm of fantasy, thus creating VLEs.

I believe the confusing element in the virtual equation is the view that
only computer technology is both the necessary and sufficient criterion for
a virtual learning environment. It is a misunderstanding of technology that
is clearly enunciated by Ursula Franklin in The Real World of Technology
(1990). She describes technology: as ‘a practice’ and her description of what
it is not is informative for this discussion. She writes: “Technology is not
the sum of the artifacts, of the wheels and gears, of the rails and electronic
transmitters. Technology is a system. ... Technology involves organization,
procedures, symbols, new words, equations, and most of all, a mindset.”
(12) It is the idea of mindset that suggests that the virtual is a concept of the



imagination, the power of constructing possible models of human experience
(Fry, 1969).

There are a variety of media for imaginative learning environments includ-
ing oral speech, writing, print, movement, photographic, electronic as well
as digital. Educators of a variety of backgrounds from formal, informal and
non- formal groups, including parents, media specialists and artists have used
a variety of practices for stirring the imagination of learners. Who hasn’t
experienced, for example, literature, creative writing, music, role-playing as
settings for learning? This presumes a more historically focused long-term
perspective on technology, which includes such examples as the development
of the printing press, the use of pen and ink, photographic process, film, radio,
television and the like.

In order to indicate that there are many types of virtual experiences, I make
a distinction between virtual learning and learning virtually. Virtual learning
isreserved for digital/ computer-based learning environments. Learning virtu-
ally is a much broader term signifying any context that allows for imaginative
possibilities. It includes environments utilizing a broad array of traditional
media and contexts for meaning making. For example, the use of settings em-
ploying literature (in its various forms) engenders a process of interpretation
by a learner, leading to the creation of virtual, different from actual, texts
(Bruner, 1986). The process of creating a virtual text can be seen as initiating
a learning journey that uses previous experiences and images as markers in,
and of], the creation. Bruner suggests that features of discourse enable readers
to create their own virtual worlds through making implicit interpretations,
depicting reality through a lens of the consciousness of characters, and of-
ten filtering the world through multiple interpretive screens. He also presents
concrete comparisons between a reader’s created virtual, and the actual, text
(Bruner, 1986, 161-171). Learning virtually is possible with other settings
that enable learners to make imaginative interpretations. Interactions with
other objects (paintings, prints, photographs, musical and dramatic presenta-
tions) and media (radio, movies, television, television) are but a few of the
possibilities for creating virtual texts.

Where the two terms merge is where digital representations of learning
environments use procedures that existed prior to the computer age. Examples
of VLE’s that are primarily complex transformations of activities that exist
in the real world without computers include writing an essay or sending a
message by e-mail, viewing a page of text or an image, perhaps reading an
e-book, or undertaking some teaching or training activity. Other VLEs are
more fully realized virtual experiences for which no analog exists outside of
the computer; the ability to create new worlds, new topologies, new people,
and experience them, embody them, transform them in collaboration with
individuals from around the globe is truly a virtual experience. However, from
an educational perspective, both types of learning environments are subject
to similar criteria for success in whatever is supposed to be learned. Some



criteria may be more appropriate for some environments than for others, but
it’s not so clear as to whether virtual learning requires substantially different
ones than other types of learning environments. Perhaps the imaginative use
of technology creates differences of kind as opposed to type.

Often, the rhetoric surrounding any important innovation can be fraught
with hyperbole. With more and more changes in technology and applica-
tions associated with the technology becoming mainstream, there is the real
concern that expectations for what virtual life means for learning and the
creation of learning settings outstrips the capability. The existence of an ap-
plication does not necessarily guarantee success as intended. Technology and
associated applications start with potential, but there are many features that
guide the direction of where and how that potential becomes realized. The
application of technology cannot be considered in the abstract- it requires an
understanding of the educational landscape in which it is considered. The next
section provides the view of learning that helped to frame choices included
in the Handbook. I also present an educational framework from a curricular
perspective that has been useful in analyzing the rich complexities of VLE’s.

LEARNING, CURRICULUM AND VIRTUAL LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS

The view of learning that informs our work is an amalgam of traditions best
summarized by Kolb as . . . learning is the process whereby knowledge is cre-
ated through the transformation of experience’ (1984, 41). The importance of
learning in all facets of our lives, and our experience with the world around
us, can be seen as the participation in an interconnected series of learning
environments. Some we engage with as part of social, educational and eco-
nomic interactions, and some as personal and spiritual experiences. In reality,
these experiences are located in, and mediated through, learning environ-
ments. These environments should not be viewed as belonging exclusively to
the formal educational sector. There are plentiful informal and non-formal
contexts that are potential situations for ‘learning moments’. Our encounters
with the natural environment provided the impetus for the ‘romantic ‘view of
learning espoused by Rousseau. For the most part, however, we usually con-
sider creating settings for maximizing the possibilities of ‘learning moments’.
These settings may differ depending upon specific cultural arrangements that
help to describe the practices of any particular society. However, there are sit-
uations common to all societies where learning is necessary. Such examples
include childrearing, physical and emotional survival, work, spiritual activ-
ities, leisure time pursuits, and life ritual situations of birth, coming of age,
procreation and dying. Later, I discuss the concept of the curriculum of life
that includes these, and other potential learning settings.

In searching for a perspective for the Handbook, there’s both an embar-
rassment of riches, as well as a paucity of material related to VLE’s. There is



no shortage of writing about the virtual world. Beyond Marshall McLuhan,
William Gibson, Bruce Sterling and other writers of science fiction and future
worlds, there has been an explosion of both popular and academic material.
Many fields of study and disciplines have important contributions to make
about this world. Several come to mind- political science and politics; anthro-
pology; history; sociology; cultural studies and media; literature and English
studies; computer science; communication; feminist studies; medicine, law,
architecture, engineering, design and other professional fields; geography;
psychology and cognitive science. People trained in the field of education
have made their own contributions, especially in computer studies, higher
education, teacher education and learning networks. While all of these areas
have contributed to our understanding of virtual worlds, I suggest that our
knowledge of virtual learning environments is still somewhat opaque and re-
quires more clarity. Because the editors of this Handbook have approached
this project from an educational stance, it is incumbent upon us to further
clarify how an educational stance is one perspective by which to develop dis-
course on virtual learning and virtual learning environments. This perspective
assumes a broad reach on what education is and who is an educator. Although
many of the contributors in this volume would not self-identify as trained in
education, we have assumed that regardless of their background, they are edu-
cators in an important sense-interested in communicating and involved in the
teaching/ learning process. Thus, from our perspective, they’re all engaged in
a curriculum-making activity.

I have chosen to use some of the discourses surrounding the concept of cur-
riculum as an approach to elucidate aspects of virtual learning environments.
This provides a metaphoric compass, enabling some boundaries to be placed
on analyzing the multiple discourses that are found in the literature of virtual
learning environments.

Curriculum Commonplaces

The term “curriculum” is deliberately used as something broader than its
usual location as an aspect of schooling, because curriculum is something that
provides scaffolding for learning in any setting. A conceptual tool for under-
standing this structure is a set of commonplace terms containing a minimum
required for describing any curricular situation (Weiss, 1989). These include
‘learner’, teacher’, ‘subject matter’, and ‘milieu’ in which these other con-
cepts function. I view these commonplaces as a generative metaphor (Schon,
1979) representing a pervasive tacit image that influences actions, such as
development and policy activities. Since curriculum is a value-laden con-
cept, each of the commonplaces represents the potential for different points
of view, and potential action. As an example, there are different perspectives
on “the learner”, ranging from an empty vessel receiving information, to a



stimulus-seeking, curiosity driven person constructing his/her own sense of
the world. Notions of “the teacher” are representations of different approaches
to pedagogy including people, machines and other forms of technology used
to engage learners. Every curricular engagement deals with learning/teaching
about content, the commonplace of “subject matter”. This represents a wide
spectrum of possibilities including school subject matter, information for our
personal life, such as medical or travel possibilities, or even processes in-
volved in exposure to that setting. “Milieu” refers to the variety of conditions
under which the learner, teacher and subject matter interact. This includes
the specific conditions, such as setting, materials used, time of day, and the
like. It also includes the broader historical, political, social and economic
factors that shape the context for any particular learning engagement. Any
curriculum “moment” is a distillation of the complex interactions among the
commonplaces.

Hidden and Null Curricula

The field of curriculum continually wrestles with the dilemma of what lan-
guage to use in characterizing its structure. Jackson (1992) presents an exten-
sive discussion of the various terminologies used over the years to describe
what counts as “curriculum”. Generally, it is defined in terms of the out-
comes of a complex teaching-learning context. However, two contrasting sets
of outcomes, characterized as positive or negative, frame the discussion so
that two separate curricula have become the norm in curriculum discourse.
One is explicitly endorsed, while the other is not. Labels attached to this di-
chotomy include: intended/unintended, accomplished/unaccomplished, writ-
ten/unwritten, delivered/received or experienced. The most popular represen-
tation of the negative curriculum is the ‘hidden curriculum’. The term was
coined by Jackson in Life in Classrooms (1968) and has assumed mantra-like
importance to critics of educational structures and institutions (Apple, 1980;
Vallance, 1977). The concept has been useful in exposing the values, attitudes
and structural mechanisms underlying curriculum decision-making and ac-
tivities and may provide a way to look at what’s transpiring in creating and
maintaining VLE’s.

A related aspect of the hidden curriculum is the notion of the ‘null curricu-
lum’ (Eisner, 1979; Flinders, Noddings, and Thornton, 1986). This concept is
based on the recognition that learning involves both opportunities and lost op-
portunities; that every choice may exclude other possibilities. The underlying
issue of the null curriculum is the opportunity to learn, or more appropri-
ately, lost learning opportunity. This is similar to what economists refer to as
opportunity costs. In the context of formal learning environments, the null
curriculum may be in operation when basic skills are chosen over the arts
as an explicit indicator of setting priorities. But on a systemic level, the null



curriculum is more problematic. Content, language, and evaluative structures
that privilege one culture, gender or language group over another represents
the outcomes of a null curriculum that limits opportunities for some learn-
ers while providing advantages for others. At a deeper level, funding strate-
gies that privilege different social groups or place restrictions on the scope
and choice of available learning environments influence what kinds of things
can be learned. These examples are not necessarily hidden, but they are often
ignored for what they are, and are taken for granted as factors effecting the
creation of learning environments by educators, parents, students and policy
makers. For example, in the context of the internet, there are numerous ex-
amples of such lost opportunities, ones in which individuals make conscious
choices of what to attend to, and those which are structured so that there is little
or no choice in one’s activities. The latter is where the hidden and null curricula
intersect.

The hidden curriculum represents the barriers that cannot be easily identi-
fied and rendered problematic. What people think they are experiencing and
participating in is the curriculum and often the hidden curriculum is what
ensures the maintenance of the null curriculum. Encountering both involves
unpacking these curricula by identifying the ‘taken for granted’ features and to
suggest strategies for finding the complexities and values that are not explicit.
This helps to direct what and how we can learn.

Just as there was a real person manipulating events behind the screen in
“The Wizard of Oz”, so there are people making curriculum decisions behind
the technology in learning environments. Whoever is behind the screen, such
as teacher or software developer, makes value choices from among competing
perspectives about the various commonplaces. Choices made about obvious
categories of the learner, such as age, gender, language competence, social
background are grounded in images of these characteristics. These compet-
ing images can be represented as questions of choice. Are learners seen as
being active or passive, flexible or rigid, knowledge constructor or empty
vessel? How much experience have they acquired with settings that require
imagination and fantasy? Is there a particular modality, or familiarity with
media/technology favored within the setting? Is there interest in individual
learners or with a community of learners? Questions related to choices made
about the nature of knowledge might be: What kinds of previous knowledge
and skills must be accounted for in creating a learning environment? Is it
assumed that knowledge is personal or general? How valid is the information
that is found on a particular website? Are there conflicts among various groups
and/or individuals as to what is acceptable for people to know? How do you
negotiate between process and substance considerations? Are the materials
and/or settings novel or familiar to learners?

What views of teaching inform the structure of the learning engagement? Is
it structured as an information provider solely, or as enabling a more construc-
tivist approach? Does the use of sophisticated technology make a difference



to the underlying approach? To what extent do learners encounter in real life
people (parents, teachers, friends, professionals) as well as those behind the
screen?

How much of the learning encounter is framed by the technology so that
learners interact in ways that differ from more traditional settings? Are ma-
terials readily available or does the setting encourage learners to shape the
conditions for learning? What are the limits for technology to shape vicarious
experiences? Is technology viewed as a neutral tool, a variable kept under con-
trol, or as a socially situated setting where technologies serve as mediators?
How much does the reality of the digital divide influence the larger picture
of access to resources? How do policies and programs from governments,
the private sector and non-governmental organizations (NGO’s) influence the
conditions for learning virtually and virtual learning?

Curriculum of Virtual Community

Some of these features of curriculum discourse have facilitated an understand-
ing of virtual learning environments. In a book devoted to an exploration of
the concept of virtual community, Nolan and Weiss (2002) conceptualized a
Curriculum of Virtual Community to explore some of their learning features.
They posited three broad locations for learning: Initiation and Governance;
Access; and Membership. There is the location associated with first initiating
and then maintaining the locus of interaction, The Curriculum of Initiation
and Governance is associated with the learning required for initiating and
maintaining the site of a virtual community. Curriculum of Access is asso-
ciated with accessing and becoming socialized to virtual community itself,
which includes what is required to become a member: learning about the site,
how to access it, and the rules that govern membership. Finally, there is the
Curriculum of Membership that relates the actual engagements in the com-
munity, the purposes for which the site was constructed and the gains people
expect from it.

Many features of virtual community may translate to the larger community
of the internet. This meta-community comprises almost limitless numbers of
communities, and information nodes and networks devoted to among other
things: commerce, education, governance, and social life. The internet re-
quires interactions among five key industries: telecommunication, software,
internet service providers, search engine providers, and web content providers.

Much of what transpires on the internet is largely opaque, often seen as
value neutral. Weiss and Nolan (2001) expanded their conception of the Cur-
riculum of Virtual Community to discuss some of the learning features of the
internet. Using the concepts of curriculum commonplaces, null curriculum
and hidden curriculum, they analyzed some of the taken for granted structural



features of the internet. Since that time, there have been a number of devel-
opments that have impacted our knowledge base of the internet, rendering it
as a more transparent structure. For example, while its early development had
been dominated by contributions of white Western males, now much of the
technology and use has become more widespread, witness the contributions
from India, China, other Asian countries, as well as those from the Spanish-
speaking world. Clearly, there are now many more contributions being made
by females. Perhaps the most visible sign of the changes is the creation of the
World Summit on the Information Society, and the very open process being
conducted by the Working Group on Internet Governance (WGIG) whose
tasks were to: “develop a working definition of Internet Governance; iden-
tify the public policy issues that are relevant to Internet Governance”. The
results of this activity have been disseminated for worldwide discussion by
making information available in numerous languages and in several formats
(http://www.wgig.org/).

Other examples of changes in the internet can be found in the ways that
individuals and groups have become involved in more open-ended, empower-
ing formats. The process of blogging has become an important, often creative,
activity in many peoples’ lives, touching upon the personal, political, social
and the aesthetic. It has had serious impact upon the conduct of the media,
governments and the political process. Another prominent example of the em-
powering nature of the internet is the development of Wikipedia, a web-based,
multi-language, free content encyclopedia (en.wikipedia.org). It is written by
volunteers and sponsored by a not-for profit foundation, Wikimedia Founda-
tion. It has been created and distributed as a free encyclopedia in over two
hundred languages, and has become one of the most popular internet refer-
ence sites. It differs from the conventional encyclopedia first developed by
Diderot because anyone can contribute, regardless of any claim to authority
on a subject. It is interactive since readers can edit an entry and have it instan-
taneously recorded online. Editorial policies are derived through consensus
and occasional vote. Wikipedia has served as a model set of procedures for
other groups to create their own communities of use. There are any number
of curricular issues highlighted by this endeavor, especially ones related to
views on the nature of knowledge, characteristics of learners, and issues of
power and control.

These are but a few examples of many more complex issues and situations
in which a curricular perspective might allow useful analyses. My purpose has
been to provide a brief elucidation of some of the concepts that have helped me
to unpack some of the features of a virtual learning environment. A number
of the issues represented here are part of the stories told, in their own terms,
by many of the authors in this Handbook. With this in mind, I now turn to a
more focused description of this Handbook.




THE CURRICULUM OF THE HANDBOOK

Any text should be seen as a set of curriculum materials, developed by some
individuals for the use of others. This requires a set of intentions by the devel-
opers, in this case the Editors, through choices dictated by their views on the
curriculum commonplaces around the topic of virtual learning environments.
The Editors’ backgrounds have driven the choices made of the framework,
the medium, and the various represented topics. This translated into decisions
about authors and genres. At one level, the Editors and authors provide the
teacher aspect of the commonplaces. These decisions were determined with
a view of the audience, the potential learners.

The subject matter of this project has been to describe the wide landscape
of possibilities for discussing, conceptualizing, creating and inquiring into,
virtual learning environments. The approach has been to consider a spectrum
of discourses and the choice of authors and chapters attests to that accomplish-
ment. This broad framework includes locating some of the historical narratives
of various features and milestones of VLE development; exploring the dif-
fering conceptions of what VLEs were, are and might be; discussing issues
surrounding the construction and governance of VLESs, including curricular
and pedagogical features; describing case studies of created virtual learning
environments in a variety of formal and informal parts of our everyday lives;
and inquiring into the conceptions and forms of educational research that shed
light on the development and application of VLEs in various social contexts
and cultures.

Part of the story is told by recounting important parts of the past as well
as the present scene. We have viewed learning in a diversity of environments
to which people are exposed. Consistent with our framework, a curriculum
of life was a useful organizer for the types of settings discussed by many of
the contributors. We divided this curriculum into two broad categories: one
concerned with more traditional aspects of schooling, professional learning
and knowledge management; and the other with many of the other important
learning settings in people’s lives.

The content is divided into four sections: 1. Foundations of Virtual Learning
Environments; 2. Schooling, Professional Learning and Knowledge Manage-
ment; 3. Out-of-School Virtual Learning Environments; and 4. Challenges for
Virtual Learning Environments.

Given its topicality, there is potential interest in this subject matter for
a variety of audiences (learners). Most of the contributors are academics
deliberately chosen for their expertise and often, their provocative views on
their topic. Since so many different disciplines and fields are represented, we
hope that readers will not only seek out material from their own areas, but
will benefit from an understanding presented from other perspectives. Any
piece of curricular material should have the potential for a learner creating
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new knowledge through transforming experiences. We also hope that a wide
spectrum of practitioners in a variety of educational settings, such as schools,
libraries, museums, health care, leisure industries, communities and others
will find some of the material appropriate for their practices.

In considerations of milieu, our choice of a two-dimensional text medium is
admittedly traditional for investigating virtual worlds. In part, this reflects the
political economy of publishing in spite of the rise of e-books and possibilities
for the Net. However, we like to think that many of the contributions provide
the possibility for learning virtually, that is, they stimulate the imagination and
suggest a sense of fantasy. This point is elegantly made by Burbules in our first
chapter: “...an academic article can also be a virtual environment-one that
you complement through your own interest, involvement, imagination and
interaction.”. We also decided to reprint several provocative pieces originally
published for audiences different in many ways from the present context. This
includes Donna Haraway’s classic “Cyborg manifesto”; Slavoj Zizek’s “The
Matrix, or, the two sides of perversion”, an analysis of the influential film
to develop important theoretical formulations; and Jeff Noon’s “Chromosoft
mirrors”, a pithy description of the dark side of virtual worlds. While a few in
our audience may be familiar with one or more of these imaginative pieces, we
believe that the wider audience should be exposed to their ideas. We especially
wanted educators to visit, and in some cases, re-visit Haraway’s ideas through
the prism of relevance to classroom teaching/learning. Another contribution
that should engage the reader with concrete manifestations of the fantasy
world of cyberspace is found in Steve Mann’s intriguing description of this
engineer’s life as a virtual learning environment.

Any presentation of the story of an important topic needs not only content
from past and present, but also a sense of future issues. This requires a render-
ing of ideas developed out of relevant inquiry and of considered thought on
potential possibilities/constraints. No less than other areas, virtual learning en-
vironments require a strong basis for inquiry to investigate the myriad claims
made for education in cyberspace. How salient will exciting technological
innovations be for changing the learning equation?

Section One: Foundations of Virtual Learning

The opening section of the Handbook, Foundations of Virtual Learning En-
vironments, provides a number of perspectives for an understanding of the
virtual world and learning. The idea of the virtual is laid bare in the introduc-
tory chapter by Burbules. He questions the several different interpretations
placed on the concept and sets the stage by suggesting that virtual learning is
closely linked with learning virtually through the “as if”” experience. Digital
technology is not viewed as necessary and sufficient criteria for learning in a
virtual way.
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However, the topic of technology can be seen as leitmotif for several of the
other contributions in this section. Harasim’s extensive history of e-learning
traces the role of technology and discusses its impact on a shift in the calculus
of learning. For her, this shift represents an optimistic future for the digital
world to be influential in creating more relevant learning environments. Other
contributors take a more nuanced view of the role of technology in learning.
Peters believes that our philosophical knowledge base about technology is
not well formed and suggests that a theoretical discussion on technologies
would equip us to better understand the issues at hand. He analyzes several
approaches to technology for their implications for a knowledge economy.
Such a mapping strategy is an attempt to move beyond economic theories
and technological innovations in order to shape public policy and create
new fields of knowledge and research. Haraway’s original contribution, “The
Cyborg Manifesto”, was a demonstration of political activism in using the
concept of the cyborg to show how humans are implicated in technological
systems. Working from feminist and socially conscious frameworks, she
opened up the discourse about classroom technology issues and pedagogy in
computer-mediated settings. She discussed a number of signifying practices
in efforts at meaning making, cultural coding and social system construction,
and has had great impact on academics in a number of areas, but especially
those teaching composition and feminist studies. Selfe and Smith provide
a discussion of the impact of “The Cyborg Manifesto” on both academics
and practitioners and suggest that this work permanently joined class, race,
sexuality and gender to technology discourse. An important part of the Selfe
and Smith contribution is a global history of the importance of technology
from a political economy perspective.

Hunsinger also addresses technology through issues of power relationships
as embedded in informational capitalism. He suggests that there is a need to
understand underlying biases, values and ideological positions embedded in
the milieu as part of the responsibility toward technology’s usages. By reject-
ing conformation to the business model, and treating education as a public
good, he suggests that VLE’s can be transformative regarding learning and the
world. (This is in direct contrast to the argument made earlier by Davis and
Botkin (1994) that schools have become irrelevant in the learning society.)
Issues of resistance and transformation are also topics discussed by Nolan and
by Kellner. The former looks at what is happening in the Net as a means of en-
gaging “. .. the deep structure of hegemony of digital technology revolution”.
Nolan goes well beyond my earlier remarks on the curriculum of the internet,
by providing a history of its foundation and genesis and by suggesting several
technologies of resistance, such as consumers acting as prosumers, for learn-
ing to be a transformative experience. Kellner challenges educators to make
changes in order to cultivate the multiple literacies required for technological
and multicultural societies. Like John Dewey and Ivan Illich, he believes that
education is a necessary ingredient in bringing about true democracy. Whereas

12



he believes that Dewey failed in that objective, he suggests that pragmatic
experimentation regarding technology and multiculturalism should lead to a
re-visioning of education. Carmen Luke also wants to transform education in
the fluid and mobile ‘wired society’ that has reconfigured our notions of time
and space. She believes that the current challenge is to “...devise flexible,
innovative, analytical tools with which to track the fluidity and mobility of
‘travel’ across the semioscape of links, knowledge fields, web pages, chat
rooms, e-mail routes, inter-subjective and intercultural relationships”.

Ito goes beyond the screen to investigate the human-machine interface.
She looked at how young children interact with the software of games and
determined that whatever the intentions of the software developers, learners
can have a sense of agency in what they do and how they engage in the setting.
By calling attention to the sociality of the interactions, she suggests that we
have to question our prior understandings of social structures co-constituted
by people and machines encountering one another across an increasingly
complex set of interface conventions, as well as the relations of production
and consumption that bring these actors together. The final contribution in
this section by Maxwell addresses the important concept of constructionism,
which has been featured in the discourse and practice of the digital age, for
discussions about the nature of learning. He traces the pioneering work by
Papert, Turkle and others in the Epistemology and Learning Group at MIT’s
Media Lab that articulated that ‘learning happens best when children are
engaged in creating personally meaningful objects and sharing them with
their peers’. Maxwell re-examines the concept in terms of other ideas from
situated learning, media theory and science and technology studies (STS),
and suggests a new approach, “distributed constructionism’. His work should
stimulate reflection on past ideas as well as provide a provocative way to
introduce an ecological perspective on the topic.

Section Two: Schooling, Professional Learning and Knowledge Management

The second section of the Handbook, Schooling, Professional Learning and
Knowledge Management represents more traditional settings for VLE’s.
However, the authors develop their ideas in important ways, and in some
cases explore unmarked terrain. This includes chapters that discuss various as-
pects of schooling including issues related to school culture and organization,
learner considerations, specific classroom related practices in language devel-
opment, inclusive learning, and applications of virtual environments. Discus-
sion about schooling and virtual learning requires attention to the teacher in
this learning equation. It comes as no surprise that teachers are required to be
learners in an environment where many have little background. Three chapters
provide material on different aspects: student/teacher interaction in the virtual
learning setting; narrative inquiry about how rural African teachers engage
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the digital world with few resources; how teachers create virtual communi-
ties of practice; and VLE’s in teacher education. There is probably no formal
educational location that is changing more rapidly in the digital age than is
Higher Education. Several chapters address the history as well as personal ob-
servations about this important site. Much has been written about the global
effects of the digital age on education systems and educators. Contributions
on this topic include viewing national educational technology plans, VLE’s in
the Asia-Pacific region, and global online education and organizations for on-
line educator activities. Academic publishing is an area that has been greatly
influenced by the digital revolution, and we present a chapter that provides
a fascinating case study of the conversion of a mainstream journal into an
online professional learning environment. The last contribution discusses the
interface of forms of professional development and knowledge management
strategies in the virtual environment.

This section starts with a realistic appraisal of the use of the internet in the
school setting. While no one questions the internet as an important innovation,
Schofield’s research indicates that its existence alone doesn’t guarantee suc-
cess. The culture of schooling contains many complex processes and activities
and this contribution analyzes four factors inhibiting the use of the internet.
The optimism for virtual learning in schools has lead to some believing that
a school can be transformed into a virtual school. Russell explores some of
the important issues surrounding background, features of online school envi-
ronments, how they compare with traditional schooling, research possibilities
and musings on the future of this concept. Brown and Weiss question the
rhetoric surrounding the claims made for virtual schools. They discuss the
concept relative to time and space issues surrounding the organizational ar-
rangement of the school calendar, and the bricks and mortar components of
most so-called virtual schools.

Ainley and Armatas provide an extensive overview of issues related to
learners, and learning in the virtual environment. They discuss useful infor-
mation about the impact of both situational and individual factors in the learn-
ing setting, introduce research evidence from comparisons between traditional
and virtual settings, and suggest that our knowledge base about learning is
enhanced by studying the virtual environment. Kinshuk and colleagues offer
some ideas from cognitive science to issues about user adaptation in virtual
learning environments. They describe the development of learner modeling
techniques for monitoring and measuring various attributes, such as working
memory capacity, inductive reasoning skill, domain experiences as well as
setting complexity. They suggest that such information would be useful for
curriculum developers of virtual learning environments. Underlying their ap-
proach is a view of technology as a neutral set of practices in the learning
context.

From the use of pens and chalkboards to more current innovations, the ap-
plication of technology in school settings is potentially limitless. Numerous
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examples of technology usage has indicated mixed results, not a surprising
result given the complexities of curricular work. We have included several
contributions that illustrate either an important application, setting or sub-
ject matter area. Sponaas-Robbins and Nolan present a topic that might be
included almost anyplace in the Handbook because of its widespread history
and application to different parts of life. However, because MOO’s represent
polychronous collaborative virtual environments and have had applications in
the classroom setting, it seemed appropriate for this section. The application
derives from Multi-User Domain (MUD) that is Object Oriented, hence the
term MOO. Itis a text-based online setting that allows users to be creative in de-
veloping representations of people, places and things (the objects) to be shared
with one another. This is a good example of a convergence between virtual
learning and learning virtually, and the authors have addressed the topic with
a critical eye. Since language text is usually the edifice upon which learning is
built, it made sense to include a contribution about virtual learning environ-
ments for this area. Skourtu, Kourtis-Kazoullis and Cummins discuss their
experiences in designing VLE’s for academic language development. They
discuss the use of Instructional Technology (IT) within a Habermasian frame-
work of three different pedagogical approaches: transmission-oriented, social-
constructionist and transformative. The important message from their work is
that IT may be more meaningfully employed with certain forms of pedagogy
than with others. Their findings suggest that more progressive approaches
than the transmission model are more efficacious in learning academic lan-
guage, problem-solving, thinking and imaginative skills, and affirmation of
self-identity. The important concepts of disability and inclusive E-learning are
extensively discussed in the chapter by Trevarinus and Roberts. Their approach
turns disability from just considering the commonplace of a learner’s personal
characteristic into the relationship between the learner and the broader educa-
tional environment. This suggests a truly inclusive perspective about learning
that defines accessibility as the need for educational systems and personnel
to adjust to all learners, and is in keeping with the Handbook’s orientation
which defines learning as the transformation of experience for the creation of
new knowledge. These authors present material that indicates that computer-
mediated learning can benefit marginalized students or those who do poorly
in more traditional learning environments.

The role of teaching in any setting is complex, and especially in the virtual
learning environment. Black provides a fascinating account of the topsy-turvy
situation where teachers and their students reverse roles. Because so many stu-
dents are often highly skilled with technology and many teachers lack their
students’ skills in virtual settings, students become the expert in the class-
room. How teachers cope with the role of learner to their student’s role as
expert presents an unusual, but increasingly familiar setting for understand-
ing issues of power in the classroom. Henning presents a very different setting
for teachers in her country of South Africa. In addition to a recognition of
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how the digital divide operates in nonprivileged settings where even access
to phones, let alone computers, is difficult she provides a narrative inquiry of
six teachers’ experiences in the wired world. It’s an excellent illustration of
how the use of technology education necessitated the development of spon-
taneously developed informal learning groups. In the much more privileged
environment of a major Canadian university, Hibbert and Rich explore the
purposes of VLE’s in professional development. They contrast two types of
environments, one that prepares teachers as disseminators, and the other as
knowledge constructors. They suggest that the latter leads to virtual commu-
nities of practice as the preferred setting for creating articulated space for
participants to learn and grow and re-energize. Otherwise, technological sat-
uration and fatigue may result. A related aspect of virtual life in professional
development is the issue of how teachers and researchers communicate with
each other using web tools. Korteweg and Mitchell discuss the interface be-
tween teachers and teacher educators through their use of technology. They
look at how researchers and teachers communicate through the use of web
tools, and their research suggests, once again, that the efficacious use of a
virtual learning environment depends more on non-technological events and
social situations than on technology itself.

One level of education that has been much influenced by the digital age
is Higher Education. There are some who are suggesting that the traditional
university will become obsolete in favour of the “virtual university”, and
there’s no question that universities are in a change state. We present two views
on the impact of technology on this institution: one from a small country,
New Zealand, and the other from an American perspective. Both view the
events in Higher Education through the lens of increasing globalization in
the knowledge business through corporations and media institutions. Pauling
provides an extensive background history of developments in New Zealand
and some of the ways that technology is impacting its’ system. He opines
as to whether trends in competition, globalization and media concentration
are threatening to the indigenous nature of his country’s Higher Education
system, or the possibility that a newer socially positive institution will emerge.
Luke provides some critical observations on a decade of digital impact on
distance learning. He provides an extensive case study of his own university’s
efforts, including resistance to these efforts, and discusses the realities of
unintended outcomes and aspects of a hidden curriculum. He too sees two
possible outcomes of these efforts, and suggests that both positions have to
be more clearly articulated and understood.

The world-wide situation of embracing the concept of global competition
in the digital age has influenced the rhetoric and some of the practices of na-
tional education systems. But what do we actually know about the policies and
practices of different countries related to the provision of virtual learning en-
vironments, especially given the bias in the literature toward information from
North America? Zhao, Lei and Conway complement their past research by
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providing information from a variety of countries on their national technology
plans.

Information on virtual learning environments in the Asia-Pacific region
(Hong Kong, Taiwan, China, Korea, Japan, Singapore, Australia and New
Zealand) is contributed by Hung, Der-Thanq and Wong. In addition to de-
scriptive detail about activities in each country, they raise important issues,
such as the influence of Western culture on Eastern culture, especially around
views on the curriculum commonplaces; the dominance of the English lan-
guage; how flexibility and accessibility may contribute to a furthering of the
digital divide (ironically, flexibility may enhance the null curriculum); and
confusion over adopting standards for learning objects and web pages.

The importance of virtual learning environments providing opportunities
for professional development and networking in a non-institutional context
is the subject of the last chapters in this section. This includes contributions
that discuss how academics have developed and use a global online network,
how electronic journals enhance the possibilities for more interactive learn-
ing for professionals, and issues surrounding professional development and
knowledge management in virtual spaces.

A group of educators from around the world have demonstrated how the
internet is transforming ways in which academics can network both for re-
search and professional development. It was not long ago that academics of
like interests created “invisible colleges” that were limited to a small number
of individuals, and communication about this work was generally tightly con-
trolled (Price, 1961). The World Association for Online Education (WAOE) is
an academic guild, or network, that was developed to go beyond governments
and individual institutions so that educators from around the world could work
co-operatively. We have included two examples of the activities of WAOE.
McCarty and several colleagues, representing the diverse geographic regions
of Japan, Malaysia, Russia and India, report on a multidimensional investi-
gation of the educational impact of the internet. This includes the framing of
some of the issues through the use of a Global Online Education Question-
naire, conceptualizing important issues about online education for developing
countries, and presenting in-depth case studies. Although each author spoke
the language of their region which was useful for their case study activity, all
of the other communications were in English. Their results highlight impor-
tant issues surrounding the intersection of context with the other curriculum
commonplaces. From a process perspective, their work is an interesting ex-
ample of online international collaborative projects and their intercultural
significance. Another example of those involved with WAOE is the chapter
by Bowskill and colleagues who, like Hibbert and Rich in the previous sec-
tion, specifically frame their work in terms of communities of practice. Two
themes permeate their work: online informal learning as an approach to pro-
fessional development, and the concept of transfer into self as a process for
empowering participants.They believe that such a community of practice can
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function in a distributed environment to support learning about learning, and
learning about learning online. Their approach to the process of transfer into
self relates directly to transfer into practice in a context supporting diversity
of culture in a global environment.

A very different milieu for online professional development is described by
Natriello and Rennick. They discuss the case study of the recent conversion
of a major established education journal of over one hundred years, Teachers
College Record, from print to online format. The creation of online jour-
nals is but one important aspect of the impact of the digital age on the field
of publishing. This impact is felt in the various processes of solicitation of
manuscripts, to their development and production, as well as marketing and
distribution. In addition to the creation of e-books and electronic versions
of reference works, publishers now produce hundreds of online journals and
sell bundles of them to tailor the needs of specific libraries in the academy
and other institutional settings. This case study details the process of original
resistance from the editorial board to their subsequent conversion to the excit-
ing learning possibilities provided by the online format. This format provides
an interactive professional development environment for teachers and other
educators that has lead to increased readership and with more flexibility in
how the journal is organized and what supplementary “curriculum materials”
readers can access.

The last contribution about professional development expands our horizons
about the broader applications of its role in knowledge management through
virtual spaces. Norika Hara and the late Rob Kling discuss the various dis-
courses about professional development and knowledge management through
applications of IT. They provide case study data from four different contexts
and determine that knowledge management through solely technical means is
too narrow to support the view of learning we’re using in this Handbook, the
creation of new knowledge. This contribution reinforces one of the themes
that emerges from many of the chapters: to be effective, virtual learning must
seriously include the milieu of the social system.

Section Three: Out-of-School Learning Environments

Section Three of The Handbook, Out-of-School Learning Environments,
moves to a consideration of other environments for virtual learning. This ad-
dresses the broader representation of the curriculum of life, diverse settings
which often define our relationships with institutions and others, as well as
our sense of ourselves. Because virtual life has infused so much of society
we don’t presume to cover all possible settings. However, we have included
a number of life’s areas in order to provide some of its diversity. The first
contribution represents interesting observations about initiation to the vir-
tual world by novices, seniors who represent a population usually considered
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uncomfortable in the networked society. We then discuss how some of the im-
portant traditional societal institutions (libraries, museums, and healthcare)
adapt to the digital age. One of the hallmarks of contemporary society is how
much of our lives are spent in leisure activities. The impact on some aspects of
leisure time is discussed for hobby genealogy, gaming, and the virtual leisure
industries related to sports and sex. The intertwining of political and social
aspects of our lives has been impacted by the virtual world. We have included
chapters that touch on issues in e-democracy, virtual memorialization, dias-
pora in virtual spaces, and how virtual environments may be implicated in
producing racial identity. Another area that touches upon both virtual learn-
ing and learning virtually is the realm of popular culture. Several chapters
analyze the political economies associated with two of our cherished icons,
Disney and Anne of Green Gables. Additionally, we’ve included chapters that
discuss the importance of virtual life in the development of the genre of slash
fiction, an increasingly influenial aspect of popular culture.

In “Cemetaries, oak trees, and black and white cows: Newcomers’ under-
standings of the networked world”, O’Day and colleagues address important
issues about novice learners to the wired world. They chose to study seniors’
introduction to the internet, since they are a group most likely to be unsophisti-
cated about modern technologies and the associated complex social practices.
This interactive study of the questions generated by the learners about their
online experiences provided useful information about often assumed views
about identity on the internet, the boundaries and scope of both personal
computers and the internet, and about how the networked world is organized.

The digital age has had important effects upon a number of societal institu-
tions that have served as learning contexts. Brophy discusses the development
of e-libraries, the response of this field to utilize technology for facilitating
learners’ engagements with the global information universe. While libraries
are usually known as places to learn content, whether it be reference material
or reading for pleasure, they are also social contexts where people social-
ize and engage with techniques for finding materials. Computer classes are
popular with those who may not otherwise have wired accessibility, such as
seniors and students, and thus have become places for reducing the digital
divide. In spite of the importance of technology, librarians act as facilitators
for a wide range of learning styles within a range of pedagogical frameworks.
Brophy sees future libraries as making incremental changes, with the e-library
coexisting along with more traditional features.

Sumption presents interesting observations about the impact of the digital
age on the traditional, artefactually-oriented learning environment of muse-
ums. He presents some interesting historical developments about learning in
the museum setting and the possibilities of developing interactive, multime-
dia, computer-based learning environments. The challenges are formidable
for an institution where learners have been immersed one on one with objects
in the ‘sacred grove”, and which relies upon in-real-life attendance figures for
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justifying their existence. Sumption provides useful illustrative information
from his own museum in Australia as to how the World Wide Web can be
instrumental in helping learners move beyond collections, and at the same
time, alleviate some of the political economic pressures on the institution.

There is probably no aspect of the “curriculum of life” that has been more
influenced by modern technology than that of healthcare. It is an environ-
ment which includes important sites where learners may work together to
support the use of a variety of tools and information resources to pursue crit-
ical learning goals and problem-solving activities. Internet-mediated learn-
ing environments provide possibilities for overcoming traditional boundaries
characterizing learning experiences regarding medical education and the pro-
fession itself. It provides opportunities to help educate patients and those
seeking health-related content. Just as Black has suggested that computer
technologies have provided the basis for topsy- turvy learning relationships
between teachers and students in the formal school setting, so the internet en-
ables those seeking medical information to engage with health professionals
far more knowledgeably than ever before. In some cases, patients may have
more information than the professionals because of their ability to search for
information that otherwise might have been difficult to obtain. Of course,
part of the problem may be that novices may have difficulty determining the
validity of information available through the internet.

The digital age has certainly impacted upon how we spend our time away
from work. The concept of leisure time has had an interesting history in its
linkage to changes in the workplace setting, the development of the weekend
(Rybezynski, 1991), the advent of new technologies, and medical advances
lengthening life expectancies. With more supposed “free time” available, peo-
ple have turned to a variety of activities to occupy their time. Computer tech-
nology has made accessible a number of opportunities for amusement and
for learning new information and to develop new skills in political, social,
economic and personal areas of people’s lives.

As people have more time available, they often turn to activities that relate
to their family and other personal interests. One of the fascinating uses of
the internet has been the increasing interest in amateur genealogy, the prac-
tice of studying family origins, in order to create family trees and pedigree
charts.Veale presents a chapter in which she discusses the various ways in
which the internet is an environment for learning genealogical methods. As
part of her inquiry, she obtained fifteen million websites in response to her
Google exploration of the topic. Her survey disclosed three emerging themes
in the employment of the internet for genealogical purposes. The scholarly
theme is represented by formal courses run by various groups-for example, the
University of Toronto, in conjunction with National Institute of Genealogical
Studies, offers the oldest web-based certificate program. The topical theme is
represented by companies and individuals offering less scholarly, often more
topical stand-alone web pages. This material may include libraries of articles
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or webpages and tutorials for novices to the area. The ad hoc theme includes
mailing lists, online forums, newsgroups, and presentations of personal sit-
uations and advice asking appear with little pre-planned structure. Veale be-
lieves that too much of the online curriculum in this area uses pre-internet
traditional instructional methods and she suggests a variety of approaches that
would more readily take advantage of the Internet’s possibilities, especially
to teach problem-solving.

De Castell and Jensen present observations about the importance of the
learner’s attention in any learning context, and focus on its relevance to the
digital milieu. They discuss the significance of childrens’ frames of perception
in the conjunction of the entertainment and education settings by concentrating
on the important area of gaming. They believe that the ability of video games
to capture and hold attention has theoretical implications for the impact of
newer technologies on structures and forms of knowledge. The tasks, puzzles
and questions associated with games has both commercial and intellectual
merits. The educational implications are to look to play to influence pleasure,
choice and immersion, speed and efficiency of learning, meaningfulness of
topics, subject matter and the learners’ experiences.

Cook suggests that even though there has been an enormous impact of the
digital world on leisure life, there hasn’t been commensurate inquiry about vir-
tual leisure industries. Although her chapter discusses issues in teaching about
leisure industries at the university level (potentially suggesting placement in
the previous section dealing with schooling) she incorporates an incredible
array of information about their importance to self expression, popular cul-
ture and social life. Some of these areas involve sport participation and fan
activity, organized travel and tourism, gambling, sex, shopping, fashion and
design, food and hospitality, and computer games. She includes two in-depth
examples of sport and online sex-pornography and the sex industries-from her
online curriculum, In the process, she raises some interesting curricular value
issues around contradictory themes of public acceptance/censorship (based
on moral or legal criteria), public knowledge/ private information, produc-
tion/consumption. An important observation is the suggestion that the internet
(and the social order producing it) is a space for contestations, re-articulations
and convergences.

Digital technology offers possibilities for creating intriguing learning set-
tings for shaping political and social identities. Balnaves and his colleagues
suggest that the decline in traditional civic participation can be countered by
using participatory technologies in the form of interactive media as part of
an e-democracy movement. They see media as a liminal space for encour-
aging both individual and collaborative learning and for mobilizing digital
resources. For example, internet and interactive TV are being used for citizen
polling, electronic town meetings and televoting for mass decision-making.
These authors raise an interesting contradiction, one that suggests a disconnect
between the explicit and hidden curricula around e-democracy. How can the
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digital world reduce differences between representational government struc-
tures and the voter-citizen when the internet is controlled by political forces?
The curriculum of these new learning environments is seen as a complex tri-
angulation among medium, the learning environments in which people learn
to use the medium, and the reality of how a medium is used. One result could
be a more independent citizenship learner who participates in civil disobedi-
ence through hacktivism. This is in keeping with seeing it as a very positive
activity, a very different view than one ordinarily associated with hacktivism,
as enunciated in a later chapter by Levesque.

An activity practiced by all societies is memorialization, the process of
formulating and reformulating images of valued cultural practices and icons.
This generally conjures up images of statues and other time and space re-
lated memorial settings. One recent event that has shaken the world was the
destruction of The World Trade Center in NYC, and there have been many
attempts at trying to memorialize this horrific event. Shepard’s chapter on the
Sonic Memorial provides an opportunity to re-think conventions of memorial-
making that are locked into concrete time/space/place considerations and to
suggest the efficacy of creating three-dimensional virtual learning environ-
ments for nuanced, meditative, non-linear learning moments.He describes the
process of developing a site which used incredibly diverse material contributed
by individuals from around the world to create sound artifacts, where this sense
becomes the learner’s compass. The site has three purposes; to continue build-
ing an archive through online web interface; to create a catalogue (curriculum
materials) for future use; and create a place of remembrance recreating before,
during and after 9/11. This virtual learning site is the creation of a distinct
space/place, it allows learners to drive the curriculum, offers multiple points
of entry, engages the learner as a participant and fosters social collaboration.

Another potential social collaborative environment is the development of
diasporic web communities as learning spaces. Over the centuries, individuals
and whole groups of people have been forced or have voluntarily migrated to
other locations, potentially creating difficulties in the new setting and at the
same time with potential loss of features of the homeland. Virtual learning
sites have been developed for individuals to learn and possibly re-learn what
it means to be an immigrant, how to understand and interpret immigrant
experience, and to imagine a relationship between homeland and host-land.
Nincic’s chapter questions the subject matter of what diaspora is, and suggests
the investigation of discourses around cyberspace, diaspora-related themes
and their particular configurations. She dispels the myth, a form of the hidden
curriculum, of the homogeneity of the image of diaspora. In questioning
the romantic notion of the memory of homeland, she posits the view of a
complex community that is influenced by local economic, social and political
conditions in both the homeland and the host-land.

Another identity issue is how VLE’s provide a setting for the production
of racial identity. Altman and Gajjala see this as part of the larger platform
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of the online production of self, a curriculum of the interaction of the pro-
duction of cultural experiences and the materiality of virtuality. They point
out that meaning-making is made through doing, the acts of coding, program-
ming, typing oneself into existence and building objects of self. Their research
suggests that in order to understand this curriculum of meaning-making, re-
searchers have to be engaged in production of culture and subjectivity. In
particular, it is important to understand how features of the technological
milieu of VLE’s engage with IRL environments, and to focus on learners’
cultural competencies and literacies.

What we choose to identify with is a function of exposure to various forms
of popular culture. Our fantasy lives are products of cultural production and
reproduction brought about through a combination of what we choose or not
choose to engage with (null curriculum) and the curriculum (mostly hidden)
of corporations and other entities engaged in the manufacture of popular
cultural images. Perhaps the most well known icons are associated with the
Disney world, a land that uses fantasy to create virtual learning environments
without necessarily using digital technology. In his chapter, Trifonas reprises
his review of Giroux’s The Mouse That Roared (1999) and believes that cor-
porations use media as a pedagogical device for engaging the public in real
moments of miseducative teaching/learning of cultural reproduction. In his
view, Disney represents possible worlds with ideology, which appeals to com-
mon sense while actually shaping political policies and programs that serve
corporate interests. It is important to reclaim the space of public memory by
determining how to read the text and to understand the significance of the
signs of the ‘squeaky clean image, false happiness and cartoonish social im-
agery’. Another cultural icon that has had world-wide appeal is the imagined
community of Avonlea in Canada developed by Lucy Maud Montgomery
who wrote about Anne of Green Gables in books and short stories. Lefebvre
describes the Avonlea site as constructed from the real and imagined in Mont-
gomery’s life, controlled by heirs and trademarks, so that she has become
a cultural ideological commodity separate from the individual. Like Disney,
this icon has been constructed as fiction, representing a copy of an original
that didn’t exist. This chapter discusses the simulated online communities
that have formed that represent a “regional idyll”, a genre of that time which
provided sentimental relief from increasing urbanization and industrializa-
tion. Internet users of these virtual sites engage in, and with, replicas that are
free of context, history, nation, religion and culture. These virtual learning
environments allow other peoples to populate this milieu, and in borrowing
from the Disney construction, Lefebvre suggests that this helps to conflate
Montgomery’s world into ‘a small world after all’.

If the Disney and Montgomery examples suggest popular culture virtual
learning environments where learners are in milieus manipulated by external
forces, fan fiction and slash fiction represent milieus created by and con-
tributed to, learners themselves. Mazur discusses how the internet is a rich
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environment for fan fiction, which is virtual unauthorized writing of stories
with bootlegged characters and settings from a variety of media. For exam-
ple, Fanfiction.net is a site containing hundreds of categories with thousands
of stories mostly written by women for the love of: the story, the process of
writing, particular characters, and community. It represents one big writing
workshop allowing for interactive feedback, and is a contradictory learning
environment born from plagiarism but with built-in detectors for standards of
writing. This site suggests useful examples of how learners can engage with
the various Curricula of the internet (Initiation, Governance, Access, Member-
ship). Slash fiction represents a subset of fan fiction using same sex romantic
pairings. Bury’s chapter discusses the complex process of making meanings
and pleasures within this virtual genre, best understood as ‘queer romance’.
There are parallels with virtual learning environments, since a learner’s cul-
tural and linguistic resources are literally on the line, there is engagement
with canonical text and issues of legitimate interpretation, and there is the
tension of keeping standards, especially for groups often seen as outsiders.
The chapter devotes space mapping out the performance of gender, sexuality
and class on an e-mailing list of fans of a Canadian TV series, Due South,
where action takes place in Canada and the U.S. She suggests that pleasures
of those engaged with this virtual site go beyond ‘queer desire’ but to issues
of high standards of writing and adherence to the canon of the primary text.
Slash fiction represents just one of many ways in which gender issues get
played out in the virtual world (Turkle, 1995).

Section Four: Challenges for Virtual Learning Environments

The previous material represented contributions suggesting a range of dis-
courses about virtual learning environments. The last part of the Handbook,
Section Four, Challenges for Virtual Learning Environments, looks at a
variety of issues generated by ways of engaging with the internet, innova-
tive forms and technical advances, new roles and settings, and research about
virtual learning environments. The expectation is that this will stimulate an
expansion of perspectives and highlight challenges for the future. In orienting
these challenges and issues, I take editorial license with Gadamer’s view that
“...all understanding is a fusion of horizons” (Gadamer, 1960, 302). Since
he suggested that this fusion includes all that can be seen from a particular
perspective, I choose to define horizon as that which fuses past, present and
future. The preconceptions of the past are constantly helping to shape the
present which together form predispositions to future understandings and ac-
tions. Although previous entries have touched upon material from the past, the
present and even the future, this section of the Handbook deliberately contains
chapters that bring in perspectives from all three considerations in taking up
some of the challenges and possibilities for VLE’s.
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Fantasy provides the leitmotif for the beginning and penultimate contri-
butions to this section. The contributions by Noon and Zizek represent two
pieces that illustrate the importance of past images in the fusion of horizons.
Noon’s brief literary gem provocatively illustrates what many have considered
to be the dark side of the world of virtual reality; an image that often influences
feelings of mistrust in what technology may have wrought. The development
of a thought recognition system coupled with a usable feedback loop created
an imaginary about dreams that leads to the most extreme mis-educative ex-
perience, the destruction of mind. This science fiction image of virtual life has
implications for how we view the roles of business and government in shaping
future virtual learning settings. Zizek’s contribution serves as the introduction
to the final chapter.

Previous material in the Handbook discussed several features of the struc-
ture of the internet. However, these discussions are at a conceptual level sug-
gesting an outline for a Curriculum of the internet. More concrete procedures
are needed for users to realistically understand its politics and implications.
Dodge and Kitchin describe a geographic guide for internet exploration and
mapping. They see it as a set of techniques and tools for people to cope with
several features of the internet, including dealing with worms and viruses
and developments in search engine capabilities. They also point to poten-
tial difficulties that may lie ahead in the expansion of internet technologies.
NET: GEOGRAPHY FAQ provides a useful set of virtual learning tools for
interrogating the media that supports virtual learning itself.

Another example of providing curriculum material about the internet is
found in Levesque’s chapter on hacktivism. Discussion about hacking and
hackers has been an important part of the story of the internet, and she clarifies
the distinction between crackers, those who break in for destructive ends, and
hackers who use their skills to invent, modify and refine systems. Often, hacker
activity brings about unintended consequences from the original aims for a
system. The origins of hacktivism derive from the blending of this work with
those who believe that people should have free access to this virtual learning
environment. Hacktivists believe that the internet is a site of contestation, and
their efforts are an attempt to flush out the hidden curriculum as a reaction to
perceived oppressive use of laws and technologies by private corporations and
governments for monitor and control issues. Levesque provides useful content
about issues and techniques associated with censorship and surveillance. One
of the interesting contradictions is that some of this effort may be illegal, but
seen to be supportive of broader principles of human rights.

There have been several recent innovative developments in ways that the
internet is used for web publishing purposes. Central to this work is the devel-
opment of weblogs and wikis, which allow for flexible opportunities for indi-
viduals and groups. These opportunities potentially enable much more con-
trol of the internet through personal expression and by making the technology
openly available to all interested parties. Halavais discusses web-based logs,

25



or blogs, and wikis as important learning environments in student-centered
education. He discusses his personal experiences in determining that students
should not only learn about the technology but the social practices that are so
much a part of these sites. Weblogs present challenges to educators because
they should be used in a milieu emphasizing a constructionist view of learn-
ing where different discourses and perspectives interact with one another, in a
spirit of co-learning. Halevais suggests that each of the curriculum common-
places need to be addressed in re-formulating traditional views of educational
environments. A very different milieu for blog application is how digital me-
dia are helping to re-shape both text and professional life in the academic
world. Barr discusses how weblogs have potential for changing procedures
in academic publishing that have relied upon gatekeeper, blind peer-reviewed
publications as the currency for evaluating performance. He suggests that the
procedural organization of blogs may more readily accomplish the goal of
evaluating a researcher’s professional success. This potential change in the
milieu of the academy has vast implications for the curriculum associated
with becoming an academic researcher.

Another fully editable website is the wiki, previously discussed in the de-
scription of Wikipedia. Augar and her colleagues present a description of
wikis, how they work, how their features make them highly suitable as vir-
tual learning environments, and present examples of practical application and
research situations. What makes them desirable as useful collaborative sites
is their flexibility for different purposes: they can support a simple edit style
that uses an editing toolbar, or for more sophisticated purposes, knowledge of
wiki syntax. For teaching and learning online, more complex features such as
authentication and tracking are necessary for tracing edits back to an author
that allows for an assessment process, and also securing content against pos-
sible misuse. Wiki sites offer useful information for novices in the Curricula
of Initiation and Membership.

Peer-to-peer networking represents an important use for virtual learning en-
vironments. Logie presents a fascinating account of the Napster music story
weaving past, present and future themes about a site that became in 1999
the most popular file-transfer service on the internet at the time and many
users’ initiation into virtual learning environments. The story demonstrates
the importance of larger social, political and economic influences on the Cur-
riculum of the Net. A history of legal and political events moved this concept
from free to pay-for-play, peer-to-peer networking, and the story became a
two-dimensional characterization of a battle between ‘pirates” and “property-
holders”. It has led to a free site, Kazaa Media Desktop, which has become
one of the most downloaded software in internet history. Additionally, it has
led to the “napsterization” of other cultural artifacts (film, video, photographic
files). Logie believes that ‘partying like it’s still 19997, that is, downloading
without compunction, can’t be sustained and that the academy has to provide
useful procedures and examples of virtual learning environments.
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An important activity in any knowledge-oriented endeavor is the ability to
incorporate inquiry into its landscape. With all the activities associated with
developments in virtual learning environments it is appropriate that research
should assume an important role in looking at challenges and future consider-
ations. Several chapters have been included to represent some recent research
work that provides a sense of the diversity in the application of technologies
to collaborative learning settings. Sosnoski and colleagues present a fasci-
nating description of the development of “Virtual Harlem™, a collaborative
learning environment that models the subject of life in the Harlem, NY of the
1920’s and 1930’s. It represents an achievement of a variety of scholars in the
sciences and arts that has salience for both teaching and research purposes.
Its importance lies in the development of a networked environment whose
ongoing research utilizes video, audio and database technologies to provide
collaborative learning environments for design, interactive art and data visu-
alization. It’s an excellent example of a curriculum in action, one that brings
together an integration of the curriculum commonplaces. Pea’s work specif-
ically concentrates on the development of a digital video collaboration for
research communities. He describes some of the theoretical and technologi-
cal considerations in creating the Diver Project, a unique software system for
capturing, annotating and sharing perspectives (which he labels as dives) on
activities video-recorded IRL. In the world of virtual learning environments,
this represents a movement away from a broadcast-centric and asymmetric use
of video and has important implications for elaborating knowledge building in
the life sciences from application of video sources and for practical consumer
video communication applications. Both possibilities address a constructivist
vision of future learners moving from the role of consumer to one of active
participation.

A different example of the integration of technology with social activity
is the development of ePresence Interactive Media System, a virtual learning
environment created through application of webcasting. Zijdemans and her
colleagues describe an early example of its use in supporting live interac-
tions of experts and others in an early childhood education forum. ePresence
demonstrates how knowledge media differs from traditional media in the
ability to make major modifications in the medium through reasonably non-
complicated software changes. Several changes in the technology have made
its use as a VLE much more user and research friendly. Among these charac-
teristics is ability for attendees at an event to participate with remote viewers,
using Voice Over Internet Protocol (VOIP) that allows for voice contributions
from remote viewers, sophisticated archive searching after the event, and
linking online course settings with the live events and archives, an invaluable
teaching-learning tool.

Previous mention was made of the concept of the “invisible college”, a lim-
ited community of scholars, and how the digital age has been transforming
the communication patterns of academia. Wellman and his colleagues provide
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useful information about previous research of networked scholarship in aca-
demic communities. They discuss how the application of social network anal-
ysis procedures to computer-supported networks: determine how different
kinds of relationships interrelate, detect structural patterns, and analyze the
implications of these structural patterns for behaviors of network members.
They include a research analysis of TechNet, a scholarly network that has
developed into a community of practice for academics from the humanities,
sciences and social sciences. An important future implication of this work is
that curriculum designers of online educational communities and other forms
of virtual learning environments should consider the social networks of com-
munity members, and how various media usage and network structures impact
upon mutual peer-to-peer learning.

Bruckman offers a very different example of research into the behaviors
of users in online communities. What is special about her work is that she
collected physical data on the actual activities that users engaged in while
online. The virtual learning environment she studied, MOOSE Crossing, a
text-based MUD, offered the opportunity to collect log file data, a compre-
hensive record of all commands typed by users. This raises the question of the
kinds of data and methods of data collection that are most compatible with
trying to inquire into the digital world. Much of the previous research has
been similar to that conducted using procedures from real-life settings, such
as the use of face-to face interviews. Are there features of the digital world
which require different types of data and data collection procedures in order
to learn as much about life “in the screen” as life “on the screen”? Bruckman’s
research offers data procedures collected on the interaction between the user
and the computer screen. She blends both quantitative and qualitative tech-
niques, uses both manual and automated methods of analysis, and recognizes
the importance of ethical considerations in recording and analyzing log file
data. Issues of potential invasion of privacy and rights of human subjects re-
search is an important curriculum area that needs to be more fully developed
for researchers investigating virtual learning environments.

The issue of the digital divide, disparities in who has access to the vir-
tual world, is a refrain that cuts across past, present and future moments.
Each of the next three chapters presents diverse approaches to discussing and
inquiring into aspects of this divide. Very different classes of learners are
discussed: women, those from developing countries, and ordinary citizens in
a democracy. Dwight, Boler and Sears contribute an imaginative piece look-
ing at the visual images that shape our interpretations leading to myths about
the ways in which women are perceived to be disadvantaged in the digital
world. They inquire into the ways that the popular discourses generated by
advertising and Hollywood shape the public imaginary of cultural stereotypes
around gender and power in education and technology. Rather than accept-
ing these ‘taken-for-granted’ stereotypes, their work demonstrates alterna-
tive possibilities for how women inhabit and re-define cyberspace through
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the development of creative spaces. This has very important implications
for the curriculum about virtual learning for educators, and how representa-
tions of alternative imaginaries should be infused into the curriculum of their
students.

Dicum offers an important discussion of the expectations for the developed
world’s digital technology as an ingredient in ameliorating the digital divide
represented in less and least developed areas of the world. Using information
from several examples of the use of such technology in community develop-
ment projects in these areas, she reports that not enough attention has been
paid to local ecological issues. The centralizing tendency of globalization ef-
forts in the use of the internet needs to consider discourses about the important
theories, principles and knowledge gleaned from the “development” field. If
the internet and other technologies are to have a positive influence on these
areas, respect must be given to the needs, resources and other factors that help
to define a local community’s reality. This requires that assumptions from the
developed world be questioned, and that consideration be given to complex
curriculum interactions of learner, milieu, type of pedagogy and the nature of
the required content in less and least developed communities.

A different issue about the digital divide is discussed in Allen’s chapter. It
concerns the potential impact of the development of broadband technology on
Australian citizens. The issue is how the audience for this technology is being
shaped, often well before the technology is either developed or available. This
addresses the possible creation of a digital divide between those who may,
and those who may not, have access to this technology. Allen looks beneath
the proposed claims for a broadband future that allows for distributed, audio-
visually enhanced rich virtual learning environments and demonstrates the
importance of understanding the setting for such developments. He illustrates
the influence of political, economic and social forces to create an “imaginary’
about a technology and its perceived future usefulness. This raises important
questions about how forces in a setting may help to shape images of the learner.

Zizek’s “The Matrix, or, the two sides of perversion” is deliberately placed
as the penultimate contribution to this section, and indeed, The Handbook.
His exploration of the real and the virtual juxtaposes the complexities of the
mind/body relationship. This provides a dramatic introduction to the final
contribution, Mann’s description of the reality of the individual as cyborg. He
describes his experiences of constructing himself as a computer-based learn-
ing environment over a thirty-year period as an inventor, builder and user of
several wearable computing and personal technological systems. The impor-
tance of this life’s work is in a conception of “being” at one with technology,
developing an epistemology of choice, “existemology”, and constructing an
in-real-life curriculum for students to transform themselves into virtual learn-
ing environments. In addition to the imagery offered by Zizek, readers may
also interpret this extreme view of virtual learning environments through the
prisms offered by other authors in this Handbook. We have come full circle in
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The Handbook: from Burbules who questions the concept of virtual learning
to Mann who has become a VLE.

It also makes one wonder about how much we have traveled since the
Allegory of the Cave:

Will he not fancy that the shadows which he formerly saw are truer than
the objects which are now shown to him? (Plato, 1963, 547)

SOME FINAL THOUGHTS BEFORE BEGINNING

This volume represents a kaleidoscope of ideas, topics, points of view- brought
together as one way of providing coherence to the evolving concept of virtual
learning environments. My brief introduction is but a mere sketch compared
with the richness of the words and worlds of the authors, both individually
and collectively that the reader will engage with in the following chapters.
Although many perspectives are included, The Handbook has been created
through a particular prism of interpretation, one that emanates from educa-
tional and curriculum discourses. However, any prism offers a narrow range,
one subject to the concept of the null curriculum. By including this set of ma-
terial, we obviously have excluded other worthy possibilities for expanding
our elucidation of this area. Our expectation is that the current project will
stimulate others to contribute their voices in that quest.

To that end, I will offer a few suggestions that emanate from a consideration
of both the actual, and the null curricula, of The Handbook. First, if there is
merit in using a learning and curriculum prism, perhaps others will re-work
it to include ideas and perspectives not necessarily included in my current
vision. Other prisms could be used to explore other facets of the kaleidoscope
of virtual learning environments. This may require a transciplinary approach,
one that honors eclecticism in bringing together viewpoints regarding knowl-
edge, media, design from the arts, humanities, social sciences and sciences.
(A good example already exists in pioneering work by Turkle (1984, 1995) on
looking at issues of the self and identity in the computer age.) There should be
recognition that issues of learning require dialogue involving the theoretical
and practical arts.

A second consideration is that the examples and references to technology
included in this project are but a tip of the iceberg of past and present devel-
opments, let alone a future imaginary of what may be possible. Developments
in the wired and wireless worlds, and the ways that different technologies
can and may be integrated only hint at the possibilities for learning environ-
ments. Thus, some of this present and future technology should be creatively
developed within the concept of the VLE. However, if there is one theme
that emerges as a constant refrain from our authors, and represents a third ,
and crucial, suggestion, is that the technical is inextricably integrated with
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the social milieu. Since technology doesn’t operate in a vacuum, the social
context in all its complexity is an essential ingredient in any technological
considerations in the virtual learning environment equation.

As a fourth consideration, the curriculum commonplaces suggest that this
VLE equation represents a set of complex interactions among images of the
learner, content, teaching strategy, and the milieu. The importance of the
learner and its’ interactions with the others should be highlighted in future
work, and might include a more detailed delineation from a constructivist
perspective of the many roles possible for learners (student, teacher, developer,
researcher, citizen) in all facets of virtual learning. This is especially so if the
digital age is to bring about a sense of agency in dealing with issues arising
from hidden curricula. Finding innovative ways for learners to participate
in the various curricula of virtual learning environments might be a useful
strategy for bridging the many digital divides.

A fifth suggestion is the exploration of the implications of the conceptual
distinction between virtual learning and learning virtually for an understand-
ing of the roles of fantasy, imagination and creativity in developing learning
environments. What can we learn from the best practices of learning virtually
that provides examples for how the digital environment should go beyond the
fairly traditional, indeed pedestrian, applications that just mimic rote learning
models? Equally as well, can exemplary forms of newer technology enhance
the more successful visions of learning virtually?

Progress in any field is enriched and transformed by the appropriate appli-
cation of procedures of inquiry. A sixth consideration is how research in, and
about, virtual learning environments can be transformative. How can research
guide the determination of appropriate questions to formulate, especially for
the different locations of IRL, digital and virtual? Does the virtual world
require methods of inquiry different from in-real-life situations? Although
there is excellent material available about research in this setting (for exam-
ple, Jones, 1998) most of the studies have been conducted IRL, typically using
face-to-face procedures. How can we develop and use procedures for looking
at the digital location of computer-mediated interactions between the user and
the computer screen? Even more ambitious would be the development and
use of procedures for VLE’s in virtual locations, such as MOQO’s and Massive
Role-Playing Games (MRPG), where life is constructed in the screen itself.
In addition to the important issues about techniques and their applications,
attention must be paid to the daunting ethical challenges that arise in creating
and studying VLE’s in both digital and virtual locations.

A final suggestion (but by no means exhaustive of many more possible)
relates to the larger milieu of how our many worlds will continue to change as
aresult of the virtual environment. What previously had been relatively imper-
meable, socially constructed boundaries in our lives (work, home, school, play)
has radically been altered in many cultures so that the screens surrounding
role, space, place and activity have become quite porous. This has important
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implications for how the various, previously segmented learning environments
which we inhabit have shifted to a more holistic, larger unit of ‘the curriculum
of life’. This potentially alters how we conceive of, construct and re-construct
learning environments for personal, family, institutional, local community,
national and global levels. What possibilities hold for developing VLE’s for
crafting public and personal imaginaries for all facets of life, that are just and
fair, and enable learners to create diverse forms of knowledge through the
transformation of their experiences?

...transcendence, the conscious experience of hierarchic integration
where what was before our whole world is transformed into but one
of a multidimensional array of worlds to experience. (Kolb, 1984, 222)
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