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Abstract  
This paper explores the experiences of university educators who use personal learning networks (PLNs) to 
enhance professional knowledge. With growing expectations to design and deliver effective online learning 
experiences, the PLN may offer flexible and supportive professional learning opportunities that build digital 
pedagogical capabilities. Previous research investigating PLNs has focused on how school teachers leverage 
social technologies to build these networks. However, there is limited examination of PLN use by university 
educators. This research is informed by the theories of networked learning and connectivism and uses a 
case study approach to deeply consider the experiences of five university educators from different 
disciplines across the globe. They share their understanding of the concept of the PLN, the influence of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, and how their PLN affects their digital pedagogies. The findings reveal nuanced 
insights of university educators’ real-life experience, shedding light on how the use of social media and 
other digital tools for professional learning is changing and the implications this has for the development 
of university educators’ understandings of digital pedagogies.  

Keywords: personal learning network, networked learning, connectivism, university educator, digital 
pedagogy  
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Introduction 
The global mass migration of education into the online space hastened by the COVID-19 pandemic has 
highlighted university educators’ understanding of digital pedagogy and the requisite skills to teach 
effectively within digital environments (Bozkurt et al., 2022). Many in higher education continue to grapple 
with the implications of the transition to online teaching and the impacts of COVID-19 (Gonzalez et al., 
2021). This paper presents findings about university educators’ experience of personal learning networks 
(PLNs) to enhance professional knowledge, particularly the development of digital pedagogies, by 
addressing the following research questions:  

1. How do academics understand the concept of personal learning networks? 

2. How has the capacity to connect with others through social technologies influenced academics’ 
professional learning experiences since the worldwide pandemic began? 

3. In what ways do academics use personal learning networks to enhance their understandings of 
digital pedagogies? 

A critical factor underlying successful implementation of educational technologies within higher education 
is the competence of teachers to know why, when, and how best to implement them (Englund et al., 2017). 
Networked learning may support university educators’ confidence and capabilities, as the transition to 
learning and teaching within digital environments is complex, requiring more than a simple skill-based 
focus (Hodgson & McConnell, 2019). The PLN offers an environment where university educators can 
experience networked learning to build their capabilities and enable digital pedagogy initiatives. 

Despite increasing research about PLNs in K–12 education (Oddone et al., 2019; Ranieri, 2019; Trust et al., 
2018), to date there has been limited attention to their use in higher education (Pallitt et al., 2021). As PLNs 
support self-directed online learning, they would seem well suited to educators working remotely by choice 
or force of circumstance such as a pandemic. Untethered from face-to-face requirements and driven by the 
needs of the individual at their choice of time and place, the PLN is an under-recognised method of 
enhancing professional knowledge for time- and budget-poor university educators (Bali & Caines, 2018; 
Pallitt et al., 2021).  

This paper reports research that investigates the experience of five university educators using a PLN for 
professional learning throughout and beyond the COVID-19 pandemic. The purpose of the study was to 
develop an informed understanding of the nature of university educators’ engagement with PLNs and how 
their associated professional learning shapes their teaching practice.  

 

Conceptual Framework of Study 
This study posits the PLN to be a purposefully created network of digital connections to enable self-directed 
professional learning. Conceptually, it embodies networked learning and connectivism. Supported by social 
media, the PLN enables conversational interaction between individuals and groups (Dabbagh & Kitsantas, 
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2012; Dron & Anderson, 2014). The following section presents the literature in which this research is 
situated.  

Networked Learning and Connectivism  
Networked learning seeks to explain how learning takes place through the intersection of human 
relationships, digital communications technologies, and meaningful collaborative engagement (Networked 
Learning Editorial Collective, 2020). Rather than focus on the impact of educational technology on 
learning, networked learning critically examines the changing nature of learning through connections and 
collaboration, as enabled by increasingly ubiquitous technology (Hodgson & McConnell, 2019; Jones, 2015; 
Networked Learning Editorial Collective, 2020). Networked learning is characterised by non-linear paths 
to knowledge construction, driven by the needs of the learner, within online spaces constructed through the 
action of seeking and creating connections (Blaschke et al., 2021; Gourlay et al., 2021; Siemens, 2005). 
Networked learning has been related to professional learning across a range of disciplines, including higher 
education (Pallitt et al., 2021). It has been found to offer opportunities for synergy and collaborative 
learning experiences that enable social innovation, agency, and action (Dohn, 2014; Goodyear, 2019; Jones, 
2015).  

Associated with networked learning is connectivism. This concept focuses the construction of personal 
connections and individual networks for knowledge acquisition in changing and unpredictable 
environments (Downes, 2012; Siemens, 2005). Connectivism suggests that learning and knowledge rest in 
diversity of opinions and learning entails a process of connecting network nodes, both human and non-
human (Siemens, 2005). The distributed nature of connectivism aligns it closely with the experiences of 
collaborative online learning (Reese, 2015; Utecht & Keller, 2019). Connectivism centres around autonomy 
and agency and the capacity of the individual to construct and interact within networks, motivated by 
personal learning needs (Blaschke et al., 2021; Downes, 2012).  

Personal Learning Networks 
PLNs are initiated autonomously by individuals to meet personally identified learning goals, leveraging the 
affordances of social media to create connections at any time or place (Carpenter & Krutka, 2015; Oddone 
et al., 2019). A PLN has been described as a “learning artefact and a real world tool” (Fair, 2021, p. 213). 
Thus, the PLN can be visualised (as seen in the PLN maps presented in this research) and also remain 
intangible, enabling informal learning occurring through connections with people, platforms, and 
information resources (Fair, 2021). Described as “learning in the wild” (Haythornthwaite et al., 2018; 
Schreurs et al., 2019), informal networked professional learning using PLNs is a flexible and innovative 
source of learning and support which may stand alone or be used to enhance formal learning opportunities 
(Dabbagh & Kitsantas, 2012; Oddone et al., 2019).  

Most exploration of university educators’ use of social technologies for informal professional learning is 
focused on a particular platform, with Twitter being the most common (Budge et al., 2016; Ehsan et al., 
2018; Xie & Luo, 2019). Far less is known about how university educators engage with informal professional 
learning through PLNs involving interaction across a range of social networking sites, including Facebook, 
Twitter, blogs, social bookmarking, LinkedIn, and YouTube (Krutka et al., 2016; Trust et al., 2017).  
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University Educators and Digital Pedagogies 
The COVID-19 global pandemic initiated a rapid transition to online learning, which consequently required 
many university educators to learn and implement digital pedagogies (Väätäjä & Ruokamo, 2021; Van der 
Klink & Alexandrou, 2022). Digital pedagogies require not only using digital technologies in teaching but 
the enhancement of learning, teaching, assessment, and curriculum through effectively embedding digital 
technologies (Kivunja, 2013; Väätäjä & Ruokamo, 2021). Therefore, university educators’ digital 
pedagogical skills require capacities that go beyond foundational ICT practices, where technology use is 
teacher driven and implemented simply (Prestridge, 2012).  

The development of digital pedagogical skills involves leveraging digital technologies to facilitate thinking 
and knowledge construction, supporting students to navigate digital spaces as they critically analyse, 
synthesise, and remix information for collaborative investigation and problem solving (Gonzalez et al., 
2021; Prestridge, 2012). To develop digital pedagogical competencies, university educators require high 
self-efficacy to respond to technological challenges and problems with resilience and perseverance. They 
must also understand that pedagogical competence (and digital pedagogical competence) requires ongoing 
learning and maintenance (Kivunja, 2013; Prestridge, 2012; Väätäjä & Ruokamo, 2021). The shift to greater 
incorporation of online learning in higher education during and after the COVID-19 pandemic has elevated 
the focus upon the development of these capabilities (Bećirović, 2023; Blonder et al., 2022; Van der Klink 
& Alexandrou, 2022). Significantly, educators who learn through PLNs often display similar attributes and 
dispositions which include autonomy, curiosity, and a desire for continued learning and development 
(Oddone et al., 2019; Prestridge, 2017).  

 

Method 
As the PLN is idiosyncratic to each individual, I adopted a qualitative case study approach for this research. 
This method explores and compares related individual experience within a real life context, and is suited to 
the evaluation of complex educational innovations (Simons, 2009). Therefore, I sought firsthand insights 
from university educators who engage with a PLN for professional learning. 

After approval from the University Human Ethics Committee, participants were recruited through several 
social media channels, including Twitter, Facebook, and LinkedIn. Using social media as a recruitment tool 
for this study reflects the context and content of the research. Five people volunteered, met the selection 
criteria, and participated in the study. Each participant had engaged with online teaching and learning in 
different disciplines, namely: medical science, teacher education, instructional technology, business 
administration, and academic development. Two participants were in the United States, and one each in 
France, Great Britain, and Sweden. The variety of disciplines and global spread of the participants ensured 
rich data and a good depth of experiences and responses (Moser & Korstjens, 2018). All participants were 
familiar with the terminology of the PLN and had active PLNs used for professional learning. Participants 
taught in both online and face-to-face settings, working with undergraduate and postgraduate students. 
Exploring the experiences of a small number of participants allowed this research to deeply examine the 
nature of the PLN experience from individual perspectives. I sought similarities and differences between 
cases, relevant to real-life personal and professional contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 2016). 
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Participants were invited to construct a visualisation of their PLN using a method of their choice. They were 
guided by exemplar maps but were encouraged to design the map in a style of their choosing, with the 
content they felt most relevant. The maps stimulated reflection prior to the interview and acted as a prompt 
throughout the interview, surfacing unspoken thoughts and feelings about the PLN and enriching data 
collection (Kearney & Hyle, 2004; Mannay, 2010). I had successfully developed and applied this method of 
online map-based interviewing in a previous study with school teachers (Oddone, 2019, 2022; Oddone et 
al., 2019). The semi-structured interview was based on questions included in the Appendix. 

Using networked learning as a theoretical frame, I analysed the data from the transcripts of the interviews 
and the PLN maps using thematic analysis, to identify implicit and explicit themes and ideas within and 
across each case (Fugard & Potts, 2019; Guest et al., 2012). I manually coded each case individually, before 
comparing and contrasting through cross-case analysis. The manual coding process involved reading the 
transcripts several times. I read each transcript twice initially; once for overall meaning and a second time 
for more thorough coding. After conducting this process for all cases, I read all again sequentially, noting 
similarities and differences in the emerging themes, and identifying overarching themes. I identified shared 
and contending perspectives, as presented in the Findings and Discussion. The participant names shown 
are pseudonyms. 

 

Findings and Discussion 
The findings respond to questions about how university educators understand the concept of the PLN and 
use it in their practice; how their experiences of informal networked professional learning through PLNs 
may have been influenced by the recent COVID-19 global pandemic; and how they considered their PLN 
may have informed or enabled their use of digital pedagogies. This section presents the general findings of 
each of the research questions in turn. The findings for each research question are presented as the major 
themes emerging from the data. In each case, these themes are then discussed under relevant subheadings. 
While this research reveals that some educators’ experiences echoed previous findings in PLN research 
(Oddone, 2022; Prestridge, 2017; Trust et al., 2017), new approaches to engaging with PLNs are also 
emerging, which are described in the following sections.  

University Educators’ Understandings of PLNs  
The educators interviewed each identified a distinctive understanding of their PLN and the value that they 
gained through it. This reflects the findings of previous research which suggested that a PLN is an individual 
creation, described through idiosyncratic verbal and visual descriptions (Oddone, 2019; Trust et al., 2017). 
The common thread through each participant’s insights was that the PLN was subject to constant change, 
informed by personal needs and interests, connections with different individuals and groups, and the 
platforms which enabled the connections. This is illustrated by the following examples of how the 
participants viewed the PLN as people and platforms and as knowledge management. 

PLN as People and Platforms 
Examination of the PLN visualisations revealed a recognised relationship between the social media that 
enabled the network to exist and the human presence which enlivens the learning taking place. While each 
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participant placed different emphases upon the technology within the network, there was the recognition 
that the PLN consisted of both people and platforms.  

For research participant Bodhi, the technology is important only as an enabler of connections with other 
people and resources. Bodhi referred to their PLN map, (Figure 1 and Figure 2), and observed that they 
“would have loved to put everyone’s faces on there” but conceded that naming different platforms allowed 
them to organise how they connected with these people.  

Figure 1 

Bodhi’s PLN Map 
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Figure 2 

Magnified Section of Bodhi’s PLN Map

 

Technology plays a stronger role for Peyton, as it is depicted enabling access, creation, curation, and sharing 
knowledge, as can be seen in their visualisation (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3 

Peyton’s PLN Map

 

The blend of people and platforms is also reflected in the map created by Manning (Figure 4) who divides 
their network into tools, communities, and services.  
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Figure 4 

Manning’s PLN Map

 

Each of these descriptors symbolises a different way to express the learning happening through the PLN. 
Manning explained that while the services represent the passive receipt of information via different digital 
channels, the communities indicate online spaces with more frequent two-way communication. The 
learning happening through interactions with services and communities is enabled through different tools, 
which are the avenues through which creation and connection occurs.  

The Entangled Characteristics of Networked Learning. As exemplified in Figures 1–4, the 
participants’ visualisations and accompanying insights emphasise connection as a prerequisite for learning 
to take place in the PLN. The entangled characteristics of people and platform within each PLN reflects the 
networked nature of this type of learning and demonstrates the complexity of social learning occurring 
within digital environments. Although learning through the PLN is informal, the inability to disentangle 
people and platforms has implications for the design of authentic formal learning opportunities within the 
digital space. As learning in higher education increasingly transitions to the digital space, educators may 
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find a PLN assists them to shift their pedagogical paradigms, moving beyond paradigms of teaching 
(objectivism) and learning (subjectivism) to a paradigm of knowledge (complexivism). A complexivist 
paradigm views learners as active agents and knowledge as residing within individual cognition and the 
networks that extend and connect individuals to other individuals, resources, and tools (Downes, 2010; 
Dron & Anderson, 2022; Siemens, 2005). Building experience of this type of learning paradigm through 
engaging with a PLN may enable educators to engage successfully with digital learning and teaching 
contexts where place, pace, relationship, media, time, and delegation may be undetermined (Dron & 
Anderson, 2022). 

PLN as Knowledge Management 
The concept of knowledge management through the PLN emerged in the visualisations of some 
participants, most notably in those by Oakley (Figure 5) and Flynn (Figure 6).  

Figure 5 

Oakley’s PLN Map 
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Figure 6 

Flynn’s PLN Map

 

Oakley stated that they used the concepts of sensing, seeking, and sharing to visualise their PLN based upon 
their interpretation of the personal knowledge mastery framework (Jarche, 2020, Chapter 7). They 
explained that their habits and learning through the PLN had changed over time—from frequently sharing 
and resharing to a reflective approach, commenting that “maybe I should only share stuff that has my 
insight on it, my spin on it, and not just share other people’s ideas like a bot or algorithm.” Building in 
processes of knowledge management means that Oakley sees the PLN as “a circular iterative process, so 
this seeking is informing the sensemaking—making sense of information—and then the sharing is begetting 
new seeking so it never ends, it’s a constantly turning wheel.” 

Flynn also referred to the way in which the PLN can assist university educators and students to manage the 
extreme amount of information currently available and continuing to be published, observing “it will be 
impossible to memorize everything, of course …. We need to have practices to find and to manage 
information.” They commented that in their discipline, students do not receive training for information 
management and therefore students may not have the requisite skills to engage effectively with information 
overload. Flynn suggested that the strategies of personal knowledge management developed using content 
curation should be actively taught to students so they can remain abreast of new information and undertake 
the synthesis of topics that enable the discovery of new areas of research. 

Learning Through Knowledge Management. Using the PLN for information discovery and 
sharing has previously been identified (Oddone et al., 2019; Prestridge, 2019; Trust & Prestridge, 2021). 
However, connections with the concept of knowledge management have not been drawn as clearly. The 



University Educators’ Experience of Personal Learning Networks to Enhance Their Professional Knowledge 
Oddone 

65 
 

actions of seeking, sensing, and sharing, and the steps involved in digital content curation, reflect a process 
of locating, analysing, and enriching the information prior to redistribution (Jarche, 2020, Chapter 7; 
Kanter, 2011). Engaging with these practices as university educators may inform ongoing development of 
innovative digital pedagogies that respond to changing student learning needs. Gonzalez et al. (2021) 
observed that considering university educators as subject matter experts may no longer hold relevance, as 
they are but one source within an information-saturated environment. Instead, emphasis might now shift 
to building student capacity to define, locate, evaluate, and apply information—to become efficient 
knowledge managers. Using the PLN as a method of personal knowledge management builds capacity 
through informal professional learning, raising educators’ confidence and enhancing digital pedagogy.  

Networked Professional Learning and the COVID-19 Pandemic 
Research investigating informal professional learning through PLNs prior to the COVID-19 pandemic 
identified the flexibility of this mode of learning. Learning at any time or place, seeking just-in-time 
solutions, and engaging with people and resources beyond physical boundaries are drawcards of the PLN 
for time-poor educators (Prestridge, 2019; Trust et al., 2016). Each of the university educators interviewed 
had initiated their PLNs prior to the global pandemic. Their responses to whether and how the pandemic 
had influenced their PLN generated unexpected results. As discussed below, the findings relate to changing 
spaces and configurations within the PLN and privacy, authenticity, and identity. 

Changing Spaces and Configurations Within the PLN 
COVID-19 incited rapid technology evolution to meet newly created needs. A surge in uptake of 
communications platforms such as video conferencing and messaging applications occurred as people 
sought to connect digitally in lieu of face-to-face (Kemp, 2020, 2022). Participant Peyton observed this 
trend, saying:  

Zoom is actually pretty good for just creating a little space with colleagues with different channels, 
where you can invite external partners and individuals to certain channels …. Before the pandemic, 
I didn’t know about this. Since the pandemic, I’m all Zoom and like it a lot … video calls, meetings, 
but also the chat channel. 

Flynn echoed this sentiment, commenting that greater use of digital discussion tools improved their ability 
to find and connect with people sharing a common interest, regardless of their location. They tempered this 
by saying that although these connections were easier to make, maintaining them could be a challenge, as, 
in their experience, many prefer in-person communication. These observations highlight the complex and 
interrelated nature of people and the technologies that enable connections for learning. While the capacity 
to connect continues to proliferate, the success and longevity of these connections cannot be assumed. 

Another impact of the global pandemic upon PLNs described by some research participants was a desire 
for closer and more purposeful connections. As a long-time user of a PLN, Oakley reflected that when they 
initially engaged online with others, they were more positive about open scholarship and complete 
transparency. They observed that “for a while I was totally open online and lately I’ve been thinking that it’s 
better to have smaller tighter connections.” This was in response to their personal experiences, where “some 
of the spaces have become so toxic that it’s like is it worth it?” These negative experiences have shifted 
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Oakley’s position, and they commented, “I think there’s a need for a mix of public and private”—that 
university educators might continue to maintain a digital presence, but also interact within small private 
spaces where critical feedback from trusted others could be sought.  

Having a nuanced approach to the PLN where spaces of varying openness exist was also highlighted by 
Bodhi and Manning, who each described a configuration of the PLN which included private direct 
messaging (DM) groups or channels on instant messaging (IM) applications. Research conducted prior to 
the pandemic focused on individuals connecting openly using applications such as Twitter and Facebook 
(Oddone, 2019). While Twitter continued to be a commonly mentioned tool in the visual depictions during 
this research, nodes in the network that consisted of small groups who met in private DM groups or IM 
channels were also a part of several participants’ PLNs.  

Co-Existing Communities and Networks. A differentiating characteristic of learning 
networks is that actors (the nodes in the network) may not know each other and are often connected through 
weak ties—relations or connections which are infrequent, serendipitous, and sometimes temporary 
(Haythornthwaite & de Laat, 2010). Weak ties within a PLN have previously been cited as a strength of 
learning through a network—creating an open structure potentially allowing access to a wider range of 
information, resources, and individuals than possible in a learning community dominated by strong ties 
(Dron & Anderson, 2014).  

The emergence of strong ties within the PLN in contrast to a previous preference for openness may reflect 
shifts due to context collapse hastened or altered by the increased reliance upon online communication 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and ongoing. Context collapse refers to the blurring of boundaries which 
enables people, information, and norms to blend or merge so that different contexts are literally collapsed 
into a single space (Boyd, 2002; Marwick & Boyd, 2011). The potential for context collapse increased during 
periods of lockdown and social distancing, as students and teachers video-conferenced from their homes 
rather than in the public lecture theatre. The private environment of the home became visible in ways not 
previously experienced (Bjursell et al., 2022). While the ideals of open, connectivist approaches encourage 
the widest possible engagement (Siemens, 2007), it is possible that the blurred boundaries between 
professional and personal, exacerbated by the pandemic, created a desire for greater levels of control over 
spaces in which interaction occurred. This may have resulted in participants’ reflections about privacy, 
authenticity, and identity, as outlined next. 

Privacy, Authenticity, and Identity  
Associated with changes in the configuration of the PLN, some of the educators interviewed discussed ways 
in which their beliefs about privacy, authenticity, and identity had altered in recent times. Learning by 
openly sharing thoughts and opinions created new concerns for Oakley, who commented that fear of 
reprisal had made them rethink the spaces in which they engaged. This reflection has had a flow-on effect 
to their teaching. While Oakley maintains that students should develop a digital identity, they encourage 
students to be more mindful about the degree of openness with which they share. Oakley thus sees digital 
identity as multi-layered across different spaces, while Peyton describes having a “split in my academic 
personality”, using different platforms to meet different needs that reflect their learning goals and the 
requirements of their position. Bodhi, on the other hand, says, “I like to think that I’m the same online as I 
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am in person.” Bodhi acknowledges open sharing requires a level of vulnerability, but that, in their 
experience, the risks to privacy and safety are like those in offline settings. They acknowledged that they are 
in a privileged position and that this might not be the case for everyone. 

Shifting Spaces for Informal Networked Learning. The idea of different identities or 
different levels of visibility according to the purpose and place of interaction aligns with the visitors and 
residents model (White & Le Cornu, 2011). This model suggests that individuals interact online at different 
points along a continuum, from visitor to resident. Visitor behaviour is goal or task directed, generally 
leaving minimal traces as they use Internet resources, rather than engage in group membership. 
Conversely, residents engage, share information, and generally “belong”, developing and expressing their 
digital identity through interactions and publications. This model can demonstrate the shift in how spaces 
within the PLN are viewed. While value persists in “visiting” open spaces, such as Twitter, to discover and 
distribute, it is within more private spaces that some educators may be taking up “residence.” Desires for 
more efficient and trustworthy privacy infrastructure (Beduschi, 2021) may be impacting upon how some 
university educators manage their own privacy and digital identity while engaging with informal networked 
learning. 

The PLN and Evolving Digital Pedagogies 
Each participant highlighted benefits of having established connections with others for informal learning 
through their PLN. In addition, they experienced authentic and sustained opportunities for developing 
digital pedagogies through the PLN.  

Developing Digital Pedagogies Through the PLN 
Although each educator interviewed mentioned different digital pedagogies, some highlighted how their 
PLN engagement had influenced how they embedded digital technologies in their pedagogy. Flynn 
highlighted how their experience with curation and information discovery informs resource development 
and scaffolding students’ own abilities in information management. They noted this is a vital skill in their 
rapidly changing discipline. Staying abreast of vast amounts of information and locating this information 
efficiently are key capabilities Flynn teaches students because of their own PLN experience. They introduce 
digital curation platforms such as Scoop.it to students and encourage use of these platforms to support 
research and additional reading.  

Manning spoke about how their own experiences of learning through the PLN had encouraged the 
introduction of networked learning experiences to their students, aiming to build students’ digital 
capabilities useful beyond their study. They discussed using the online annotation tool Hypothesis as a way 
of generating an open discussion among students about readings outside of the learning management 
system (LMS). Hypothesis is an open-source platform that enables social annotation—annotations are 
visible to others and can be commented upon (Kalir, 2022). Moving beyond the LMS, Manning hoped to 
find “a way to move from that kind of traditional discussion forum into something that started to resemble 
what I think is already happening in some kind of communities online and could happen productively inside 
of our class.”  
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Informal Learning to Enhance Digital Pedagogical Practices. These examples 
demonstrate how university educators’ experiences of informal learning through the PLN build their 
confidence and awareness of the use of different digital tools and platforms in teaching and learning. The 
thread connecting these examples is that using digital technologies and connecting with others through 
digital channels builds not only technical skills but also digital pedagogical practices—where technology is 
viewed as a tool to enable engagement and enhance learning (Prestridge, 2012). Digital pedagogical 
competencies in these examples of practice are demonstrated by leveraging technology to empower 
students as active users and creators of information (Prestridge, 2012; Väätäjä & Ruokamo, 2021). The PLN 
enables university educators to nurture their digital literacy skills, with a flow-on impact upon their digital 
pedagogy competency. Personalising and enacting agency over informal professional learning through the 
PLN offers support for educators who are “bruised” from the disruption and forced transition to online 
created by COVID-19 (Romero-Hall & Jaramillo Cherrez, 2023, p. 9). 

 

Limitations of This Study 
This research aimed to investigate the lived experience of university educators who engage with a PLN for 
professional learning. I sought a global reach by recruiting participants via different social network 
channels, although the number of university educators who volunteered (five) was lower than anticipated. 
This may be attributable to high workloads and levels of occupational stress as the COVID-19 pandemic has 
exacerbated already demanding roles (Karatuna et al., 2022; Lee et al., 2022; Watson et al., 2022). 
However, a relatively small number of participants is appropriate to a qualitative study like this which seeks 
in-depth insights about a particular aspect of human experience from a range of individual perspectives and 
disciplinary backgrounds. The qualitative exploratory nature of this study differentiates it from larger scale 
quantitative research which usually aims to produce generalisations regardless of context (Lincoln & Guba, 
2016). 

 

Conclusion 
The findings presented in this article present some important implications for further research. When 
compared to research findings of school teachers’ experiences with professional learning through PLNs, the 
university educators interviewed placed a greater emphasis upon connecting with people and platforms, 
and information and knowledge management. There is also growing awareness of how the PLN builds 
information skills and knowledge management, which can be embedded within digital pedagogical 
approaches with students. The findings suggest that further research is needed to investigate how PLNs 
might enable educators to further develop their digital pedagogies and more effectively support their 
students’ management of digital information, in order to effectively navigate a complex information 
environment in times of crisis and information disorder (Anthonysamy & Sivakumar, 2022; Tekoniemi et 
al., 2022). This article reveals that although engagement with a PLN continually changes, there remains 
rich potential for informal networked learning to enhance the teaching practices of university educators.  



University Educators’ Experience of Personal Learning Networks to Enhance Their Professional Knowledge 
Oddone 

69 
 

References 
Anthonysamy, L., & Sivakumar, P. (2022). A new digital literacy framework to mitigate misinformation in 

social media infodemic. Heliyon. Advance online publication. 
https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4174829   

Bali, M., & Caines, A. (2018). A call for promoting ownership, equity, and agency in faculty development 
via connected learning. International Journal of Educational Technology in Higher Education, 
15(1), Article 46. https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-018-0128-8   

Bećirović, S. (2023). Why do we need digital pedagogy? In S. Bećirović (Ed.), Digital pedagogy: The use 
of digital technologies in contemporary education (pp. 15–24). Springer Nature Singapore. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-99-0444-0_2   

Beduschi, A. (2021). Rethinking digital identity for post-COVID-19 societies: Data privacy and human 
rights considerations. Data & Policy, 3, Article e15. https://doi.org/10.1017/dap.2021.15   

Bjursell, C., Ahl, H., Almgren, S., Berglez, P., Bergström, J., Bertills, K., Bäcklund, J., Dybelius, A., Florin 
Sädbom, R., Gustafsson, M., Hammarsten, M., Heuman, J., Segolsson, M., & Öhman, C. (2022). 
Lifelong learning through context collapse: Higher education teachers’ narratives about online 
education during the pandemic. In L. Gómez Chova, A. López Martínez, & I. Candel Torres (Eds.), 
INTED 2022 proceedings: 16th International Technology, Education and Development 
Conference (pp. 2632–2641). IATED Academy. https://www.doi.org/10.21125/inted.2022.0775 

Blaschke, L. M., Bozkurt, A., & Cormier, D. (2021). Learner agency and the learner-centred theories for 
online networked learning and learning ecologies. In S. Hase & L. M. Blaschke (Eds.), Unleashing 
the power of learner agency. Edtech.  

Blonder, R., Feldman-Maggor, Y., & Rap, S. (2022). What can be learned from lecturers’ knowledge and 
self-efficacy for online teaching during the Covid-19 pandemic to promote online teaching in 
higher education. PloS One, 17(10), Article e0275459. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0275459   

Boyd, D. (2002). Faceted id/entity: Managing representation in a digital world [Unpublished master’s 
thesis]. Massachusetts Institute of Technology.  

Bozkurt, A., Karakaya, K., Turk, M., Karakaya, Ö., & Castellanos-Reyes, D. (2022). The impact of COVID-
19 on education: A meta-narrative review. TechTrends, 66(5), 883–896. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11528-022-00759-0   

Budge, K., Lemon, N., & McPherson, M. (2016). Academics who tweet: “Messy” identities in academia. 
Journal of Applied Research in Higher Education, 8(2), 210–221. 
https://doi.org/10.1108/JARHE-11-2014-0114   

https://doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.4174829
https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-018-0128-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-99-0444-0_2
https://doi.org/10.1017/dap.2021.15
https://www.doi.org/10.21125/inted.2022.0775
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0275459
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11528-022-00759-0
https://doi.org/10.1108/JARHE-11-2014-0114


University Educators’ Experience of Personal Learning Networks to Enhance Their Professional Knowledge 
Oddone 

70 
 

Carpenter, J., & Krutka, D. (2015). Engagement through microblogging: Educator professional 
development via Twitter. Professional Development in Education, 41(4), 707–728.  

Dabbagh, N., & Kitsantas, A. (2012). Personal Learning Environments, social media, and self-regulated 
learning: A natural formula for connecting formal and informal learning. The Internet and higher 
education, 15(1), 3–8.  

Dohn, N. B. (2014). Implications for networked learning of the ‘practice’ side of social practice theories: A 
tacit-knowledge perspective. In V. Hodgson, M. de Laat, D. McConnell, & T. Ryberg (Eds.), The 
design, experience and practice of networked learning (pp. 29–50). Springer International. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-01940-6   

Downes, S. (2010). Learning networks and connective knowledge. In H. H. Yang & S. C. Yuen (Eds.), 
Collective intelligence and e-learning 2.0: Implications of web-based communities and 
networking (pp. 1–26). IGI Global. https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-60566-729-4   

Downes, S. (2012). Connectivism and connective knowledge. Stephen Downes.  

Dron, J., & Anderson, T. (2014). Teaching crowds: Learning and social media. AU Press.  

Dron, J., & Anderson, T. (2022). Pedagogical paradigms in open and distance education. In O. Zawacki-
Richter & I. Jung (Eds.), Handbook of open, distance and digital education (pp. 1–17). Springer. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-19-0351-9_9-1   

Englund, C., Olofsson, A. D., & Price, L. (2017). Teaching with technology in higher education: 
Understanding conceptual change and development in practice. Higher Education Research & 
Development, 36(1), 73–87. https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2016.1171300   

Fair, N. S. R. (2021). A framework for the analysis of personal learning networks. In N. B. Dohn, J. J. 
Hansen, S. B. Hansen, T. Ryberg, & M. de Laat (Eds.), Conceptualizing and innovating education 
and work with networked learning (pp. 211–236). Springer International. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-85241-2_12   

Fugard, A., & Potts, H. (2019). Thematic analysis. In P. Atkinson, S. Delamont, A. Cernat, J. W. Sakshaug, 
& R. A. Wiliams (Eds.), Sage research methods foundations. SAGE. 
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781526421036858333   

Gonzalez, P., Mueller, B., Merry, K., Jones, C., & Kelder, J. (2021). Changing teacher practice: The 
evolving purpose of the teacher in higher education. Journal of University Teaching and 
Learning Practice, 18(6), 1–11. https://doi.org/10.53761/1.18.6.01   

Goodyear, P. (2019). Networked professional learning, design research and social innovation. In A. 
Littlejohn, J. Jaldemark, E. Vrieling-Teunter, & F. Nijland (Eds.), Networked professional 
learning: Emerging and equitable discourses for professional development (pp. 239–256). 
Springer International. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-18030-0   

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-01940-6
https://doi.org/10.4018/978-1-60566-729-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-981-19-0351-9_9-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/07294360.2016.1171300
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-85241-2_12
https://doi.org/10.4135/9781526421036858333
https://doi.org/10.53761/1.18.6.01
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-18030-0


University Educators’ Experience of Personal Learning Networks to Enhance Their Professional Knowledge 
Oddone 

71 
 

Gourlay, L., Rodríguez-Illera, J. L., Barberà, E., Bali, M., Gachago, D., Pallitt, N., Jones, C., Bayne, S., 
Hansen, S. B., Hrastinski, S., Jaldemark, J., Themelis, C., Pischetola, M., Dirckinck-Holmfeld, L., 
Matthews, A., Gulson, K. N., Lee, K., Bligh, B., Thibaut, P., . . . Knox, J. (2021). Networked 
learning in 2021: A community definition. Postdigital Science and Education, 3(2), 326–369. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42438-021-00222-y   

Guest, G., MacQueen, K. M., & Namey, E. E. (2012). Applied thematic analysis. SAGE.  

Haythornthwaite, C., & de Laat, M. (2010). Social networks and learning networks: Using social network 
perspectives to understand social learning. In L. Dirckinck-Holmfeld, V. Hodgson, C. Jones, M. 
de Laat, D. McConnell, & T. Ryberg (Eds.), Proceedings of the 7th International Conference on 
Networked Learning 2010 (pp. 183–190). Networked Learning. 
https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/organisations/netlc/past/nlc2010/abstracts/PDFs/Haythornwa
ite.pdf     

Haythornthwaite, C., Kumar, P., Gruzd, A., Gilbert, S., Esteve del Valle, M., & Paulin, D. (2018). Learning 
in the wild: Coding for learning and practice on Reddit. Learning, Media and Technology, 43(3), 
219–235. https://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2018.1498356   

Hodgson, V., & McConnell, D. (2019). Networked learning and postdigital education. Postdigital Science 
and Education, 1(1), 43–64. https://doi.org/10.1007/s42438-018-0029-0   

Jarche, H. (2020). Personal knowledge mastery. In Perpetual beta 2020. Harold Jarche. 
https://jarche.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Perpetual-Beta-2020-PKM-Ch7.pdf   

Jones, C. (2015). Networked learning: An educational paradigm for the age of digital networks. 
Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-01934-5   

Kalir, J. (2022). The value of social annotation for teaching and learning: Promoting comprehension, 
collaboration and critical thinking with Hypothesis. Hypothesis.  

Kanter, B. (2011, October 4). Content curation primer. Beth Kanter. https://bethkanter.org/content-
curation-101/  

Karatuna, I., Jönsson, S., & Muhonen, T. (2022). Job demands, resources, and future considerations: 
Academics’ experiences of working from home during the Coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) 
pandemic. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, Article 908640. 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.908640   

Kearney, K. S., & Hyle, A. E. (2004). Drawing out emotions: The use of participant-produced drawings in 
qualitative inquiry. Qualitative Research, 4(3), 361–382. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794104047234   

https://doi.org/10.1007/s42438-021-00222-y
https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/organisations/netlc/past/nlc2010/abstracts/PDFs/Haythornwaite.pdf
https://www.lancaster.ac.uk/fss/organisations/netlc/past/nlc2010/abstracts/PDFs/Haythornwaite.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2018.1498356
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42438-018-0029-0
https://jarche.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/Perpetual-Beta-2020-PKM-Ch7.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-01934-5
https://bethkanter.org/content-curation-101/
https://bethkanter.org/content-curation-101/
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.908640
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794104047234


University Educators’ Experience of Personal Learning Networks to Enhance Their Professional Knowledge 
Oddone 

72 
 

Kemp, S. (2020, April 24). Report: Most important data on digital audiences during coronavirus. The 
Next Web. https://thenextweb.com/news/report-most-important-data-on-digital-audiences-
during-coronavirus  

Kemp, S. (2022, October 20). Digital 2022: October global statshot report. Daatareportal. 
https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-october-global-statshot  

Kivunja, C. (2013). Embedding digital pedagogy in pre-service higher education to better prepare teachers 
for the digital generation. International Journal of Higher Education, 2(4), 131–142. 
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v2n4p131   

Krutka, D. G., Carpenter, J. P., & Trust, T. (2016). Enriching professional learning networks: A framework 
for identification, reflection, and intention. TechTrends, 61(3), 246–252. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11528-016-0141-5   

Lee, M., Coutts, R., Fielden, J., Hutchinson, M., Lakeman, R., Mathisen, B., Nasrawi, D., & Phillips, N. 
(2022). Occupational stress in university academics in Australia and New Zealand. Journal of 
Higher Education Policy and Management, 44(1), 57–71. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2021.1934246   

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (2016). The constructivist credo (1st ed.). Routledge. 
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315418810   

Mannay, D. (2010). Making the familiar strange: Can visual research methods render the familiar setting 
more perceptible? Qualitative Research, 10(1), 91–111. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794109348684   

Marwick, A. E., & boyd, d. (2011). I tweet honestly, I tweet passionately: Twitter users, context collapse, 
and the imagined audience. New Media & Society, 13(1), 114–133. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444810365313   

Mohammadi, E., Thelwall, M., Kwasny, M., Holmes, K. L. (2018) Academic information on Twitter: A 
user survey. PLoS ONE, 13(5), Article e0197265. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0197265 

Moser, A., & Korstjens, I. (2018). Series: Practical guidance to qualitative research. Part 3: Sampling, data 
collection and analysis. European Journal of General Practice, 24(1), 9–18. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13814788.2017.1375091   

Networked Learning Editorial Collective. (2020). Networked learning: Inviting redefinition. Postdigital 
Science and Education, 3(2), 312–325. https://doi.org/10.1007/s42438-020-00167-8   

Oddone, K. (2019). Teachers’ experience of professional learning through personal learning networks 
[Doctoral dissertation, Queensland University of Technology]. QUT ePrints. 
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/127928/  

https://thenextweb.com/news/report-most-important-data-on-digital-audiences-during-coronavirus
https://thenextweb.com/news/report-most-important-data-on-digital-audiences-during-coronavirus
https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-october-global-statshot
https://doi.org/10.5430/ijhe.v2n4p131
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11528-016-0141-5
https://doi.org/10.1080/1360080X.2021.1934246
https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315418810
https://doi.org/10.1177/1468794109348684
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444810365313
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0197265
https://doi.org/10.1080/13814788.2017.1375091
https://doi.org/10.1007/s42438-020-00167-8
https://eprints.qut.edu.au/127928/


University Educators’ Experience of Personal Learning Networks to Enhance Their Professional Knowledge 
Oddone 

73 
 

Oddone, K. (2022). The nature of teachers’ professional learning through a personal learning network: 
Individual, social and digitally connected. Teaching and Teacher Education: Leadership and 
Professional Development, 1, Article 100001. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tatelp.2022.100001   

Oddone, K., Hughes, H., & Lupton, M. (2019). Teachers as connected professionals: A model to support 
professional learning through personal learning networks. International Review of Research in 
Open and Distance Learning, 20(3), 102–120. https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v20i4.4082   

Pallitt, N., Gachago, D., & Bali, M. (2021). No size fits all: Design considerations for networked 
professional development in higher education. In N. B. Dohn, J. J. Hansen, S. B. Hansen, T. 
Ryberg, & M. de Laat (Eds.), Conceptualizing and innovating education and work with 
networked learning (pp. 53–71). Springer International. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-
85241-2_4   

Prestridge, S. (2012). The beliefs behind the teacher that influences their ICT practices. Computers & 
Education, 58(1), 449–458. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2011.08.028   

Prestridge, S. (2017). Conceptualising self-generating online teacher professional development. 
Technology, Pedagogy and Education, 26(1), 85–104. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1475939X.2016.1167113 

Prestridge, S. (2019). Categorising teachers’ use of social media for their professional learning: A self-
generating professional learning paradigm. Computers & Education, 129, 143–158. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2018.11.003 

Ranieri, M. (2019). Professional development in the digital age. Benefits and constraints of social media 
for lifelong learning. Form@re - Open Journal Per La Formazione in Rete, 19(2), 178–192. 
https://doi.org/10.13128/formare-25353   

Reese, S. A. (2015). Online learning environments in higher education: Connectivism vs. dissociation. 
Education and Information Technologies, 20, 579–588. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-013-
9303-7   

Romero-Hall, E., & Jaramillo Cherrez, N. (2023) Teaching in times of disruption: Faculty digital literacy 
in higher education during the COVID-19 pandemic. Innovations in Education and Teaching 
International, 60(2), 152-162. https://www.doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2022.2030782  

Schreurs, B., Cornelissen, F., & de Laat, M. (2019). How do online learning networks emerge? A review 
study of self-organizing network effects in the field of networked learning. Education Sciences, 
9(4), 289–316. https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci9040289   

Siemens, G. (2005). Connectivism: A learning theory for the digital age. International Journal of 
Instructional Technology and Distance Learning, 2(1). 
http://www.itdl.org/Journal/Jan_05/article01.htm  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tatelp.2022.100001
https://doi.org/10.19173/irrodl.v20i4.4082
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-85241-2_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-85241-2_4
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2011.08.028
https://doi.org/10.1080/1475939X.2016.1167113
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2018.11.003
https://doi.org/10.13128/formare-25353
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-013-9303-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10639-013-9303-7
https://www.doi.org/10.1080/14703297.2022.2030782
https://doi.org/10.3390/educsci9040289
http://www.itdl.org/Journal/Jan_05/article01.htm


University Educators’ Experience of Personal Learning Networks to Enhance Their Professional Knowledge 
Oddone 

74 
 

Siemens, G. (2007). Connectivism: Creating a learning ecology in distributed environments. In T. Hug 
(Ed.), Didactics of microlearning: Concepts, discourses, and examples (pp. 53–68). Waxmann.  

Simons, H. (2009). Case study research in practice. SAGE. https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446268322  

Tekoniemi, S., Kotilainen, S., Maasilta, M., & Lempiäinen, K. (2022). Fact-checking as digital media 
literacy in higher education. Seminar.net, 18(1). https://doi.org/10.7577/seminar.4689   

Trust, T., Carpenter, J. P., & Krutka, D. G. (2017). Moving beyond silos: Professional learning networks in 
higher education. The Internet and Higher Education, 35, 1–11. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2017.06.001   

Trust, T., Carpenter, J. P., & Krutka, D. G. (2018). Leading by learning: Exploring the professional 
learning networks of instructional leaders. Educational Media International, 55(2), 137–152. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/09523987.2018.1484041 

Trust, T., Krutka, D. G., & Carpenter, J. P. (2016). “Together we are better”: Professional learning 
networks for teachers. Computers & Education, 102, 15–34. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2016.06.007 

Trust, T., & Prestridge, S. (2021). The interplay of five elements of influence on educators’ PLN actions. 
Teaching and Teacher Education, 97, Article 103195. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2020.103195   

Utecht, J., & Keller, D. (2019). Becoming relevant again: Applying connectivism learning theory to today’s 
classrooms. Critical Questions in Education, 10(2), 107–119. 
https://academyedstudies.files.wordpress.com/2019/06/utechtkellerfinal.pdf  

Väätäjä, J. O., & Ruokamo, H. (2021). Conceptualizing dimensions and a model for digital pedagogy. 
Journal of Pacific Rim Psychology, 15, Article 1834490921995395. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1834490921995395   

Van der Klink, M., & Alexandrou, A. (2022). Editorial: The call for a digital pedagogy. Professional 
Development in Education, 48(4), 541–545. https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2022.2088748   

Watson, R., Singh, U. G., & Nair, C. S. (2022). Experiences of female academics in Australia during 
COVID-19: Opportunities and challenges. Journal of University Teaching & Learning Practice, 
19(1), 176–198. https://doi.org/10.53761/1.19.1.11   

White, D. S., & Le Cornu, A. (2011, September 5). Visitors and residents: A new typology for online 
engagement. First Monday, 16(9). https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v16i9.3171  

Xie, Q., & Luo, T. (2019). Examining user participation and network structure via an analysis of a Twitter-
supported conference backchannel. Journal of Educational Computing Research, 57(5), 1160–
1185. https://doi.org/10.1177/0735633118791262   

https://doi.org/10.4135/9781446268322
https://doi.org/10.7577/seminar.4689
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.iheduc.2017.06.001
https://doi.org/10.1080/09523987.2018.1484041
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.compedu.2016.06.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2020.103195
https://academyedstudies.files.wordpress.com/2019/06/utechtkellerfinal.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1177/1834490921995395
https://doi.org/10.1080/19415257.2022.2088748
https://doi.org/10.53761/1.19.1.11
https://doi.org/10.5210/fm.v16i9.3171
https://doi.org/10.1177/0735633118791262


University Educators’ Experience of Personal Learning Networks to Enhance Their Professional Knowledge 
Oddone 

75 
 

Appendix  

Prompt Questions of the Semi-Structured Interview 

The PLN Map 
• Could you please explain the design and content of your PLN map? 

• Did the process of mapping your PLN surprise you or provide new insights into how you describe 
the professional learning you undertake when online? Why do you think this may or may not be the 
case? 

• Would you please share any thoughts or feelings you experienced while creating this map of your 
PLN. 

Experience of PLN 
• How would you describe the professional learning you undertake when engaging with your PLN?  

• To what extent has the COVID pandemic influenced your professional learning experiences? Why 
do you think this is so?  

• How has your engagement with your PLN changed since the beginning of, and during the COVID 
pandemic? 

• What inspired you to begin developing an online PLN?  

• How do you develop and maintain and/or extend your PLN?  

• How does interacting with your PLN make you feel? 

PLN for Professional Learning About Digital Pedagogies 
• Would you recommend professional learning through a PLN for improving your understanding of 

digital pedagogies? Why or why not? 

• Please tell me about an example of digital pedagogy that you have implemented as a result of your 
learning through your PLN. 

• What would you consider to be advantages and disadvantages of a PLN for professional learning?  

• What are your words of advice for academics considering initiating a PLN for the purposes of 
professional learning?  
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