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This paper draws on:

•   Strategic Renewal Framework for Catholic Schooling 2007-2011.  Priority 6 states that, as a 
community of schools, “we intend to implement information and learning management systems 
that enhance student & staff engagement with learning and teaching and school operations. By 
2011 we expect that online tools to access information and services are enhancing learning 
and teaching” 

•   BCE ICT Strategy: Towards 2011.  This strategy presents a vision for ICT across the 
community of Brisbane Catholic Education school communities in which “teachers are confident 
users of ICT, and are managing their teaching, professional learning and administrative 
activities using online information systems and services” 

•   BCE Learning Framework.  The beliefs, values and roles for lifelong learners articulated in the 
framework identify a context “for empowering learners of all ages to shape and enrich our 
changing world, by living the Gospel of Jesus Christ.”

The particular purpose of this paper is to:

•   promote discussion among teachers about the challenges and possibilities for learning and 
teaching in the 21st Century 

•   encourage reflection among teachers on their pedagogical practices and

•   initiate collaborative exploration of online technologies and environments among teachers 
through a focus on learning and teaching.

The paper is structured as follows:

The Introduction, Changing Experiences in Online Learning, presents a context for the discussion

Part 1, Learning Landscapes, introduces a metaphor for reflecting on learning environments

Part 2,  Exploring the Landscapes, discusses the relationships between learning environments and 
pedagogical practices

Part 3,  Families of Online Learning Technologies, describes broad categories of online 
technologies and presents some common examples.

Throughout the paper questions are provided to promote reflection and discussion.

Online spaces and resources to support this paper are currently in development.  These spaces 
and resources will enable online discussion and collaboration among teachers; the sharing of 
examples of current practice; and the exploration of online learning experiences for students and 
teachers.

This paper maybe used in a variety of ways:

•   Discuss some of the key concepts or questions and their implications for you and your school, 
in a staff meeting or (curriculum group meeting)

•   Use the paper to initiate an audit of the use of information communication & learning 
technologies in learning & teaching at classroom and/or school-wide level

•   Arrange for a member of the Curriculum Team to visit your school and facilitate discussion that 
builds on and aligns with other initiatives already underway

•  Share your experiences and ideas in the Learning Landscapes online spaces

•  Share your reflections and ideas with other teachers in your school.

Purpose of this document 



Learning Landscapes       �

Introduction: Changing Experiences 
in Online Learning 
It is now more than forty years since Bob Dylan first told the world that “the times they are a-changin’”. 
And change they have… and continue to do so!  Technologies are, more than ever, a pervasive part of 
everyday life. This is especially so for young people who inhabit, navigate and communicate within virtual 
online spaces naturally, confidently and automatically (Green & Hannon, 2007; MCEETYA, 2005). Some 
claim that today’s students are different from their predecessors; that they are more digitally literate, 
possessing a natural affinity for technology not evident to the same degree in previous generations. 
(Tapscott, 1998)  While teachers have always been faced with the challenge of making learning rich, 
real, relevant and engaging for young people, the challenge assumes new dimensions in a world that 
grows evermore reliant on and enriched by information communication technologies. The challenge for 
education is to ensure that young people are equipped with necessary knowledge and skills for life-long 
learning and working in the 21st century.

Within an education context, it is the teacher’s pedagogical principles and practices that shape and 
influence opportunities for student learning. The implementation and use of any new technologies in 
learning and teaching will be dependant on these principles. (Mayes, 2001)  The role of the teacher and 
the relevance of the learning experiences have a more powerful impact on student learning than any 
specific technologies that may be used. (MCEETYA, 2005) Technologies are simply enablers that may 
support and enhance learning and teaching and can generate new opportunities. 

Initially, elearning technologies tended to focus on the delivery of content and the management of 
assessment items. More recent online developments, however, have seen a shift towards social and 
collaborative environments that focus on learner-initiated and learner-centered activities. Participants 
in these environments co-create knowledge and understanding and operate within collaborative social 
networks in which complex interactions promote multiple pathways for learning (Downes, 2006). The 
growing incidence and use of these online spaces by young people during and outside school hours, 
presents challenges to teachers’ pre-existing 
notions of what constitutes knowledge, identity, 
relationships, community and ultimately, learning.   
Educational and technological trends may come 
and go, but life-long learning always remains the 
active social construction of meaning.  Engaging in 
professional dialogue about learning and teaching in 
schools is an important aspect of life-long learning 
for teachers, as it encourages reflection on those 
values and beliefs about learners and learning that 
empower learners of all ages to shape and enrich 
our changing world.

For Reflection 
& Discussion
•    How have changes in technology 

impacted on learning and 

teaching for me? 

•    What can be learned from 

the ways in which students 

effortlessly engage with new & 

emerging technologies? 

•    How might online technologies be 

used to enhance student learning 

in my school?
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The metaphor of ‘landscapes’ offers an image for exploring the opportunities and challenges of learning 
in the 21st century. The metaphor builds upon work of Stephenson and Coomey (2001), who undertook 
an analysis of elearning research. The learning experiences that they reviewed ranged from teacher-
controlled to learner-managed environments and from directed tasks to open-ended and strategic 
activities.  

 

Locating a particular landscape in each quadrant - Nursery (NW), Cottage Garden (NE), Forestry 
Plantation (SW), and Wilderness (SE) – invites a richness of reflection: 

•  Landscapes are always changing, as are learning environments and the learning that takes place 
within them

• Ecosystems require nurturing in order to thrive, as do learners

• Gardening is an ongoing process, as is learning and teaching

• Plant-life that is both expected and unexpected grows; so too with learning in classrooms

•  Landscapes exhibit complex interactions influenced by numerous factors that can be difficult to 
predict or control; just like the complexity of learning

•  Landscapes may change over time through seasonal variance, while some aspects will remain the 
same: so too with the processes of learning and teaching

•  All landscapes are needed for ecological balance, just as a diversity of learning and teaching 
approaches supports the diversity of learners in schools. 

Part �: Learning Landscapes

For Reflection 
& Discussion
•  Which of the landscapes best 

matches my preferred learning 

style?  When, and in what 

contexts?

•  Which of the learning experiences 

would be most frequently 

observed in my classroom?  Why?

•  What are the potential challenges 

associated with cultivating all 

of the learning experiences in 

my classroom?  What are the 

potential benefits?
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Common Features of the Landscapes
Through their research, Stephenson and Coomey (2001) identified four characteristics of pedagogy 
common to each quadrant:  dialogue, involvement, support and control. Two further pedagogical 
characteristics – reflection and community - have been added to those identified by Stephenson and 
Coomey, to better situate their work within a Catholic school context.  The manifestation of these six 
pedagogical characteristics differs for each of the landscapes.  The ways in which the characteristics 
occur within each landscape are described in the table below. 

Nursery  (NW)

“Presents traditional  
training and teaching  
by innovative means”
 

Dialogue:   Controlled by the teacher with focus 
on task specific problem solving. 

Involvement:   Limited to sequenced activities with 
little scope for learner influence. 

Support:  Provided only by the teacher.

Control:   Determined by the teacher with 
learner control restricted.

Community:   Teacher constructed groups, with 
focus on individual contributions. 

Reflection:   Individually within structured tasks set 

by the teacher.

Cottage Garden (NE)

“Gives learners control over 
style, location, pace, duration, 
sequence but not task”
 

Dialogue:   Managed by the learners in response 
to guidelines provided by the teacher.

Involvement:   Task focused within self managed 
groups.

Support:   Provided through teacher advice on 
the task and learners’ feedback to 
each other.

Control:    Learner determined for task 
management within a teacher 
determined task.

Community:   Learner or teacher determined 
collaborative, groups, with focus on 
the task.

Reflection:   Within the boundaries of the task or 
related concepts, through self and 

group evaluations.

Wilderness (SE)

“System liberates and supports 
learners to decide and control 
own direction and process”

Dialogue:   Managed by the learner and is self or 
collaboratively guided.

Involvement:   Learner determined for all learning 
activities and may involve negotiation 
with others.

Support:   Provided through learners actively 
supporting others and teacher input 
as a co-learner.

Control:   Learner determined for all learning 
activities including monitoring of 
progress.

Community:   Participation in multiple groups for 
multiple purposes.

Reflection:   Embedded with learning experiences 
and is challenging shared process 
that is visible to others.

Forestry Plantation (SW)

“Process predetermined - 
learners explore content and 
direction”

Dialogue:   Process related and managed by 
the teacher with learners working in 
roles.

Involvement:   Teacher established through a 
process that is applied by learners.

Support:   Provided through teacher 
suggestions and questioning and 
some peer support.

Control:   Learner determined for goal setting 
within teacher-determined processes.

Community:   Teacher constructed groups with 
protocols for interaction that may 
involve other communities.

Reflection:   Individually and within groups, guided 

by teacher suggestions. 

(Adapted from Stephenson and Coomey, 2001; Stephenson, 2007)



Part �: Exploring the Landscapes 
The landscapes metaphor is neither designed nor intended to promote or emphasize one quadrant 
or landscape as more highly valued or preferred over another.  Rather, it is to encourage reflection on 
teacher pedagogical practice and the differing opportunities for learning afforded within each of the 
landscapes. The landscape descriptions below may provide a starting point for reflection and discussion.  
The descriptions are neither definitive nor complete. The Learning Landscapes online resources under 
construction provide a ‘place’ for teachers to share, debate, reflect and enrich these initial descriptions 
and their application to and implication for pedagogical practice.

          

Description Application to Learning and Teaching

The nursery provides a supportive environment 
where essential nutrients are supplied and plant 
growth is closely monitored and controlled. While 
plants are cultivated in batches and some generic 
strategies are applied to all, each individual plant 
grows uniquely and requires maintenance for 
individual needs. Seedlings establish healthy 
root systems and foliage in order to survive 
when relocated to other environments. As they 
grow, the plants require re-potting, pruning & 
maintenance.  Otherwise, they are prone to 
becoming root-bound or to destroying their pots. 
The nursery is ultimately a place of nurture, 
growth and experimentation before transition to 
other environments. 

•  Teaching of specific skills and content with 
teacher support is available.

•  Clear goals and expectations are provided for 
students.

•  Involvement of the broader community is 
controlled by the teacher.

•  Teachers closely monitor student progress 
through manual and automated processes and 
adjust learning opportunities accordingly. 

•  Teachers adapt traditional content and 
pedagogical practices.

•  Content and learning activities are selected and 
constructed by the teacher.

 

  

Description Application to Learning and Teaching

The forestry plantation is methodically 
managed in order to harvest crops for a 
particular purpose. This process can vary 
according to intended product, needs and 
the environmental protocols employed. 
Forestry practices may include initial 
placement of seedlings or seeds, thinning 
of dense canopies during growth and the 
removal of the product once maturity is 
reached. Plants are closely monitored 
and supported initially through the use of 
resources such as stakes, fenced areas 
and mulch mat, to prevent weed growth. 
Support for individual plants is reduced 
over time. Once established, plants thrive 
within an ecological system in which their 
contributions help to shape the diversity of 
the landscape. 

•  The process is established by the teacher, though 
students have some choice over content and how it is 
applied to new situations.

•  Scaffolding measures are provided and students 
source and construct content.

•  Students create their own work, based on the 
teacher’s guidance as to the process to be followed.

•  Learning content may be negotiated by students.

•  Roles and processes are clearly defined by and for 
students.

•  Teachers provide stimulus in the form of directed 
inquiry to help students construct their own meanings 
and ideas.

•  Teachers and students engage in reflection and open-
ended inquiries.

�      Learning Landscapes

  N
ursery

  F
orestry Plantation
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For Reflection & Discussion
•  What changes in my pedagogical practices would I need to make in order to 

cultivate one or more of the learning experiences in my classroom?

•  What implications for planning and assessment practices are associated with 
nurturing each of the learning experiences in the classroom?

•  What are the implications for classroom management and organization of 
students when facilitating different learning experiences?

Description Application to Learning and Teaching

The cottage garden is made up of structured 
and purposeful spaces (e.g. flower bed, 
herb garden, neatly trimmed lawn), where 
particular types of plants grow. These 
different spaces may look wild and overgrown 
in places, or neatly ordered, depending on 
their function or aesthetic purpose. While 
there is some freedom within each garden 
bed, they are often bordered by manicured 
lawns and require regular maintenance to 
remove weeds and unwanted pests. The 
plants also need to be able to coexist with 
others and combinations of plant types may 
provide support and protection for each 
other. The garden beds may change with 
the seasons or vary due to the availability of 
different species.

•  Students are given specific tasks by the teacher, 
though they may produce different kinds of products 
to demonstrate their learning.

•  Content is created by students in collaborative 
groups in response to questions or stimulus 
originally provided by the teacher.

•  Decision-making to support the task is collaborative 
and often democratic.

•  Students may seek out or create relationships with 
‘experts’ (or other learners) beyond those available 
in the classroom or recommended by the teacher.

•  Specific learning spaces are created and regularly 
modified in response to the needs of the task and 
input of students. The experience is rarely the same 
because of learner influence and the context of the 
learning.

   

Description Application to Learning and Teaching

The wilderness is a raw, natural, complex 
and ever-evolving ecological system that 
is beautiful to observe. Exploring this 
landscape inspires a sense of adventure 
and wonder. It is not an environment to 
be mastered and understood; rather it is 
to be acknowledged and appreciated. As 
an explorer within this environment one 
wouldn’t travel there without appropriate 
preparation, information and safety. To 
maintain this environment, activities such 
as controlled burning, monitoring of flora 
and fauna and minimization of human 
impact are implemented. All landscapes 
are intricately connected and what happens 
outside a wilderness affects what happens 
inside it.

•  Students are actively involved in independent or group 
projects that have been negotiated or self-determined 
in such a way as to match their learning needs. 

•  Students interact with the teacher and other students 
when necessary.

•  Students are connected to other students and 
resources via many networks that provide access to 
other learners, ‘experts’ or mentors.

•  Real-life, social and work activities blend seamlessly 
with learning opportunities and students’ needs.

•  Students manage their own assessment portfolios and 
learning relationships.

•  Students maintain a reflective journal of their progress 
and ideas and regularly respond to the reflections of 
others within their networks.

  C
ottage Garden

  W
ilderness
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Part �: Families of Online Learning 
Technologies 
This section outlines some broad categories, or families, of online technologies that might be used to 
facilitate student learning in the 21st century.  These technology families have potential for use within 
all quadrants of the learning landscapes.  The use of a particular technology is not restricted to a 
particular landscape. Its use in learning and teaching, however, will always be dependant on the teacher’s 
pedagogical practice.  

The descriptions in this section are intended to provide a starting point for reflection and discussion.  
They are not definitive.  Examples of particular technologies belonging to each family are also included. As 
the families of online learning technologies share a variety of common features, some examples may be 
situated in more than one family.

Course and Content Management Systems
These systems are frequently based on more traditional notions of learning and 
school structure. They often provide course pages for class groups that are typically 
teacher controlled with a focus on content and assessment. These systems may be 
used in schools to complement classroom-based learning e.g. organising resources, 
managing assessment, sequencing lessons.  They may also provide a course of online 
learning, with or without the participation or involvement of an instructor/teacher.  
Centrally-controlled content repositories that allow users to browse and search for 
items are also included in this family of technologies. 

Some common features of this family of technologies include the capability to:
• upload and sequence electronic resources
•  create links to content in repositories or other websites 
• create  Key Learning Area webpages 
•  communicate through online discussions, forums and 

chat-rooms 
•  create electronic student portfolios and journals for 

reflection
• submit and grade student assessment 
•  evaluate course work through online quizzes, surveys 

& questionnaires 
• create blogs, podcasts and wikis.

Some examples of the kinds of technologies represented 
in this family include: 
•  Course Management Systems such as Moodle (see 

moodle.org) and BlackBoard (see blackboard.com)
•  Learning Content CD-roms – present structured 

sequences of interactive content 
•  Learning Content Repositories - Edna Resources 

(see edna.edu.au/edna/go/search) and Curriculum 
Exchange (see learningplace.eq.edu.au/cx/
resources/) Please note that every BCE teacher is 
eligible to access the Curriculum Exchange.

For Reflection 
& Discussion
•  What is my current level of knowledge 

and understanding of course and 
content management systems?

•  How might course and content 
management systems be used to 
facilitate learning experiences in my 
classroom?

•  How might the use of these kinds 
of systems impact on the roles of 
teachers and students, within and 
beyond the classroom?

Structure is often 
one to many (e.g. 

one teacher to many 
students)
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Personalised Learning Environments 
Personalised Learning environments make it possible for users (e.g. teachers and 
students) to collect, combine, arrange, restructure and personalize content and 
‘feeds’ from many sources in one ‘place’. They provide a means for managing some 
of the complexities of information available on the Internet and/or for accessing 
and storing items offline. The environments may be organized by the user in such 
a way as to provide private or public access, depending on the purpose. This family 
of learning technologies may also include online versions of applications, web 
browsers that support individual customization and online digital portfolios.

Some common features of this family of technologies include the capability to:
•  subscribe to multiple sources of online content/information e.g. blogs, 

podcasts and news services
• create online files that may be shared with others
• establish and setup blogging and/or podcast accounts
• review, tag and share resources
•  use online versions of common applications such as word processors, spreadsheets and  

presentation tools
• customise and add other options (plug-ins) to web browsers and personal sites.  

Some examples of the kinds of technologies represented 
in this family include: 
•  Aggregation tools and sites that combine user-

selected dynamic content including news, blogs, 
podcasts, e.g. pageflakes (see pageflakes.com) and 
bloglines  (see bloglines.com) 

•  Blogging and podcasting tools and communities e.g. 
blogger (see blogger.com) and hipcast (see audioblog.
com/).  These tools are often included in profiles on 
social networks

•  Social bookmarking and content sharing e.g.  del.icio.us 
(see del.icio.us) and DIGG (see digg.com) 

•  Online versions of applications e.g.  Zoho Office (see 
zoho.com), Google Docs and Spreadsheets (see docs.
google.com)

•  Web browsers that support individual customization 
e.g. Flock (see flock.com)

Social Networks – Collaboration and Communication

Through social software and social networking sites, users (e.g. teachers and students) 
create identities for which they manage profiles and collections of content.  The 
connections between users are often visible to other users who may be displayed as 
friends, groups, resources, or subscriptions to online content.  These connections are 
established through sharing common people, ideas, interests or tags (words that label 
the content that users add or create). These online networks display rich and complex 
interactions that may occur for professional, learning and social reasons, but which 
also allow for relationships to be established between people who would not otherwise 
ordinarily be in contact. These social networks provide online ‘places’ where young 
people in particular ‘hang out’ with friends in order to communicate and manage social 
activities. 

For Reflection 
& Discussion
•  What is my current level of 

knowledge and understanding of 
personalized learning environments?

•  How might personalized learning 
environments be used to support 
learning experiences in my 
classroom?

•  What opportunities and challenges 
for student-centred learning do these 
technologies present?

Structure is many  
to many.

Structure is many to 
one (but often visible 

to many others)



�0      Learning Landscapes

Some common features of this family of technologies include the capability to:
•  create a customised webpage containing information about oneself
•  add content and applications to one’s webpage such as videos, music, blog entries, games,  and 

quizzes
•  choose who may view and what may be viewed, on one’s webpage and how viewers might contribute 

to the page
• join groups and participate in social or professional activities based on interest or other grouping
•  find other users (known or unknown) who have 

similar interests
•  add content and make comments on other users’ 

webpages. 

Some examples of the kinds of technologies 
represented in this family include:
•  Social networks e.g. myspace (see myspace.com), 

facebook (facebook.com), imbee (social network for 
children aged 8 to 14 – see imbee.com), think.com 
(education-based network for children and teenagers 
– see think.com), ning (social networks based on 
interests or projects see ning.com), eduspaces 
(social network for education professionals – see 
eduspaces.net)  

•  Social content and collaboration e.g. youtube (video 
sharing site – see youtube.com), teachertube (video 
sharing site for educators – see teachertube.com), 
flickr (image sharing site – see flickr.com), wikipedia 
(see wikipedia.org), wikieducator (elearning content 
wiki – see wikieducator.org) 

•  Communication Tools – Windows Live Messenger 
(see get.live.com/messenger/), Skype (see skype.
com)

Online worlds 
Online virtual worlds present opportunities for users (e.g. teachers and students) 
to create their own unique identities, or assume predetermined roles, within a 
particular ‘world’.  In so doing, users are ‘immersed’ in online spaces that are 
visual (i.e. two or three dimensional) and which are navigable. These worlds fulfil 
different purposes and functions e.g. an online world might provide imagined, social 
simulations of real-world environments. In such an instance, a user might be one 
amongst many other independent online users, or a user might be part of a fully 
simulated environment, engaging in a multiplicity of relationships and activities with 
identities created by other users. 

Some common features of this family of technologies include the capability to:
• create an avatar for one’s online identity
•  create a ‘space’ for one’s avatar to inhabit or interact with others
•  visit locations within the online world and interact with other avatars and objects, whilst engaging in 

tasks/missions and simulations of real-life places and events
•  create and purchase objects and movements for one’s avatar
• participate in global events
• add other avatars as ‘friends’
• use voice to communicate with others.  

For Reflection 
& Discussion
•  What is my current level of 

knowledge and understanding of 
online social networks?

•  How might online social networks 
be used in my classroom to support 
learning experiences?

•  What challenges confront teachers in 
preparing students to be responsible 
users and participants in social 
networks? 

•  Users’ management of privacy and 
identity in these networks is a matter 
for consideration.  What might this 
mean for educators? 

Structure is one  
within many
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Some examples of the kinds of technologies 
represented in this family include:
•  Whyville – Two dimensional online town designed 

for pre-teens with a focus on education and in 
which users assume roles of various community 
members (see www.whyville.net)

•  Club Penguin – Two dimensional online world for 
pre-teens with a focus on socializing and in which 
users are penguins with their own igloos (see 
clubpenguin.com) 

•  Secondlife – A large three dimensional online 
world for adults (see www.secondlife.com)

•  Teen secondlife  - A version of Secondlife designed 
for 13-17 year olds with greater restrictions 
placed on possible interactions and which 
facilitates education projects (see teen.secondlife.
com)

•  Online games (e.g. World of War Craft) – Three 
dimensional immersive computer game in which 
the players participate in online adventures (see 
worldofwarcraft.com). 

Conclusion
This discussion paper has introduced a metaphor for exploring some of the opportunities and challenges 
presented by online technologies and environments for learning in the 21st century.  It describes some 
online technologies with which many students are already familiar, but with which many teachers may 
be less familiar.   It also poses a variety of questions designed to lead teachers to reflect on their own 
knowledge and understanding of these technologies and their potential use within pedagogical practice. 

Teachers and school communities are encouraged to use the paper as a stimulus for conversation, 
discussion and reflection about learning and teaching in the 21st century.  In so doing, all are encouraged 
to contribute to the Learning Landscapes online space currently under construction. Teachers’ 
experiences and emerging understandings of the place of online technologies and environments 
within learning and teaching will help inform the future requirements for and implementation of online 
environments and applications as part of the Integrated Schools Administrative Solution (iSAS) project.

While Bob Dylan may have told us that “the times they are a-changin’” more than 40 years ago, it is 
George Bernard Shaw from whom we draw inspiration, for:

“If life is less about finding oneself than it is about creating oneself, then learning and 
teaching is a vocation to be cherished.  For the world will indeed be a better place when 
there are fewer people who see things as they are and say why, and there are more who 
dream things that never were and ask why not.”

Adapted from George Bernard Shaw (1856 – 1950)

For Reflection 
& Discussion
•  What is my current level of knowledge 

and understanding of online worlds?

•  How might online worlds be used 
to support students’ learning 
experiences in my classroom?

•  How are concepts of knowledge, 
identity, relationships, and community 
challenged by users’ activity in online 
worlds?

•  What challenges confront teachers 
regarding students’ responsible use 
and participation in online worlds? 
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