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2 Does broadband enable independent learning in classrooms?

It is that last notion of empowering learners to take responsibility for what they learn that is of par-
ticular interest in the present study. The key benefits of independent and active learning are generally
reported as being (i) motivational and (ii) cognitive, with a particular emphasis on the latter: in taking
increased responsibility for targeting and defining the learning to be achieved, learners have an increased
prospect of developing cognitive self-regulation. Zimmerman [7, p.4] describes self-regulated students
as being ‘metacognitively, motivationally, and behaviourally active participants in their own learning
processes’ and argues that developing self-regulation should be an important educational goal. Reliable,
fast and sustained access to the internet in classrooms is viewed as encouraging just such learning, in that
students are not merely enabled to search for answers to questions asked by the teacher, but also to self-
regulate their own learning in the process: by formulating problems and questions for themselves, and by
seeking and evaluating the answers they find for themselves with the help of technologies which most of
them view as familiar, and a pleasant alternative to normal classroom learning activities.

2. The Oxfordshire Broadband Study

This research sought evidence of the extent to which teachers across the full school age range made use
of the new technology of broadband internet connectivity specifically in order to enable independent
learning activities. The study reported here investigated the first two terms of universal broadband con-
nectivity in Oxfordshire schools, in the UK, between October 2003 and March 2004. We were able to
video-record lessons in which broadband Internet was used, focusing on specific students or pairs of
students as they worked with broadband and to discuss the lessons afterwards with the teachers.

Activities utilising the Internet divided fairly evenly between online educational games playing (i.e.
specifically educational software consisting of interactive and multimedia activities incorporating some
element of fun or playfulness in order to encourage learning, rather than full-blown computer games-
playing activities) in Case Studies 1, 2 and 3 (which happened all to be at primary level), and carrying
out information searches on largely pre-selected sites, transferring or adapting what was found either to
notes or presentations in Case Studies 4, 5 and 6 (all at secondary level).

In none of the recorded instances did the teachers simply let the students make use of Internet re-
sources in unstructured ways, to the extent that they were enabled to ‘explore independently and to
achieve their own goals’ [5]. In all cases, the activities had been carefully pre-planned by the teachers,
pre-selecting websites, and providing students with detailed guidance on how to use these. In the cases of
educational games-playing, the teachers told the students clearly and precisely how long to spend on an
activity, and how to take notes on what was learnt from that. In the cases of searches, keywords were
provided to guide wider searches where appropriate, and detailed guidance (generally in the form of a
worksheet, or instructions projected on the class screen) was given to the students about the parameters
of searches and the questions to be answered. There were no instances of remote exchanges and collabo-
ration in these studies.

Apart from brief visits to students at their workstations to ensure that they were on-task, following
instructions and able to cope, the teachers were content to leave the students to run these pre-designed
activities for themselves, which was an unvarying aspect of the process as conceived within the class-
room. To this extent, it could be said that the students were working independently, which indeed was
how the teachers tended to characterise the learning, e.g.:

this just makes them more independent learners because they have to go and find most of the source
material themselves. I know that I focus them, but then I give them topics rather than... I never ever
say to a group ‘go and find out about this’ because they can’t, the Internet’s too massive. (Post-
lesson interview, Case Study 6).

Significantly, the same teacher praised the motivational benefit of classroom broadband: ‘If we hadn’t
had this facility there’s also an issue with learning. I don’t think as many of them would have been on-
task’ (post-lesson interview). This is the overriding impression we took from studying the ways that the
students worked in all the cases: they were on-task virtually all the time. Without exception, the students
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could easily meet the technical demands of the broadband-based activities and, as far as we could tell,
nearly always followed the teachers’ instructions.

The video evidence does indicate, though, that students’ readiness and capacity to act in these re-
sponsible and semi-autonomous ways in carrying out their teachers’ instructions when using the Internet
did not necessarily equate with strong cognitive engagement with the intended subject topic. When it
came to making use of material from the websites, pre-selected or otherwise, we saw little evidence of
careful reading and absorption of information by students. Rather, the students were normally engaged in
fast and relatively indiscriminate scrolling through web pages, pausing momentarily at pictures, dia-
grams or photographs, deciding within seconds whether or not to move on to another site. Although it
often took on the appearance of constructive collaboration, the talk of students working together in pairs
at the computer normally consisted of reading aloud from websites, with one student dictating to another
or simply talking off-topic. In effect, such collaborations worked well enough if the aim was to get a
particular job done quickly and efficiently. However, we saw little evidence of truly productive learning
collaborations in which the students work in partnership to co-construct their understandings of a topic.

The following extract from Case Study 6 illustrates both the students’ fluid facility with the medium
and the tendency to engage only lightly, at best, with actual content. The students are carrying out a task
in which they use websites that have been pre-selected by their teacher in order to assemble information
for coursework describing the social and cultural background of 1950s England. By the second lesson in
the sequence, the students were becoming highly adept at getting this particular job done, as demon-
strated by the following exchanges between a pair of students (the timings included indicate the number
of minutes elapsed in the lesson):

22:07  Girl2: why don’t we try that fifties website again (Boy2:opens URL)
22:35  Girl2: and then (.) fashion (points to ‘fads fashion slang’ link)
Girl2:(reading sub-links) we’ll do it for women yeah? Oh men’s quicker. [... ...]
26:34  Girl2: now we need to do women
Boy2: (selects women’s hairstyles link)
Girl2: (reading text) ‘The Fifties look was usually achieved by an arduous process of pin
curling and rolling. Remember — no blow dryers in the 50s. [...]°
27:44:  Girl2: (highlighting the text) we should just copy that
Boy?2: (copies and pastes text) Girl2: (re-formats text)
29:31 Teacher: (to the class) right we’ve got ten minutes left (...)
30:12  Girl2: right we need to do like (.) fashion (pointing to links) dresses (.) skirts (.) blouses
(.) pants (.) shorts (.) dresses ~ Boy2: (selects ‘dresses’ link)
Girl2: (reading text) “‘Women dressed ‘smartly’ in the Fifties. Good grooming and a tai-
lored look were prized. Acting [...]°
Boy2: so women dressed smartly-
Girl2: just copy that (.) copy it (.) copy it all
Boy2: (copies and pastes and re-formats text) yeah that’ll do. [Case Study 6]

The students are unquestionably on-task throughout: they can move from website to website at consider-
able speed; they know how to look for the kind of material that the teacher wants; they know how to
transform text into their own words or, if under pressure of time, how simply to reformat or disguise
copied text; they can also make good strategic decisions about the most time-efficient ways of collecting
information. They seem to like the freedom to get on with this work, in ways that do not appear to be at
odds with what the teacher requires. But it is also evident that task completion is the prime goal, and if
the task as constituted fails to establish a link between the scope of the Internet activity and the specific
subject focus then the evidence of these lessons suggests that the students were not motivated to seek
such a link for themselves. In some respects, this extract is typical of what we saw across the board in
these case studies: assiduous and capable task completion, with little evidence of significant cognitive
engagement (although it must be emphasised that it was rare to see straightforward copying of this kind:
in general students preferred to paraphrase rather than copy Internet-sourced material).
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4 Does broadband enable independent learning in classrooms?

4. Discussion

This study was concerned with the notion of independent and active learning, and with similar concepts
such as self-regulated learning. Ultimately, those notions concern the ways in which learners experience
the business of learning, raising key questions such as: does the teacher involve the students in
understanding the goals of the learning and in planning the process? to what extent do students feel
ownership of the learning? to what extent is it possible or desirable to increase student autonomy in these
respects? The study was specifically concerned to find evidence of whether or not the availability of
broadband Internet connectivity impacts upon this relationship between teacher, student and the learning,
because of the scope and responsiveness it offers learners. We wanted to find out whether there was
empirical evidence to support the frequently-made claim that technology empowers the learner to
manage and take possession of their own learning.

Without exception, the teachers maintained a firm grip on both the processes and content of learning
when enabling use of broadband Internet within their classrooms. Their approach, at this early stage of
the technology’s availability, was to leave little to chance: they had invariably reviewed and selected
educational online games or relevant websites in advance of lessons, and devised clearly structured
activities and lesson plans within which these would be used. In every case, the crux of the lesson lay in
the teacher’s presentation to students of task goals and simple instructions for using the technology,
including URLSs, activities to complete or questions to answer, and rules for doing so. Guided repeatedly
to follow instructions, the students were then allowed to get on with the job; something they were quite
content to do, perhaps because they were largely left to their own devices.

The teachers value technology’s wealth as a resource, its motivational qualities, and welcome the
ways in which it stimulates student activity in lessons, as well as self-confidence and sense of agency.
Ruthven et al. [8] describe how teachers regularly organised lessons round teacher-supported ICT-based
student activities as means of “.. promoting more active student participation in lessons and engagement
in thinking ... capitalising on students’ enjoyment of using computers to tackle realistic tasks and ...
helping in managing volatile students and co-opting them to classwork.” In turn, this permitted teachers
“to stand back and take more of an advisory role ... to become less didactic in their approach” (p. 31).
The authors see the projects they observed as providing evidence “more of modifications to the texture of
classroom teaching and learning than of any radical refashioning” (p.34).

Our own findings certainly reflect such conclusions, and to some extent also Scardamalia &
Bereiter’s [9] claim that “there is not much to distinguish what goes on in most computer-supported
versus traditional classrooms” (p.1), especially in terms of their observation that “With new
technologies, student-generated collages and reproductions appear more inventive and sophisticated ...
but from a cognitive perspective, it is not clear what if any knowledge has been processed by the
students”. To some extent, these rather limited uses of technology resources can be justified in terms of
the necessity to deliver a rigid curriculum, but it would be doing the teachers a considerable injustice to
suggest that they are unaware of the need to involve learners in their own processes of learning, and it is
clear that they are familiar with and approving of concepts such as independent and active learning.
Rather, it seems to us, these teachers are currently in a stage of exploring uses of technology such as
broadband Internet in a measured and cautious way, and quite reasonably mean to move slowly and
cautiously towards practices which entail a reduction in the extent to which they are able to exercise
responsibility for the way their students learn.

A recent study in Israeli high schools by Barak [10] provides an instance of how such change might
gradually come about. This study reports how students’ uses of technology in project work led to a
substantial shift in the learning relationship in classrooms, and significantly increased student self-
regulation of goals and processes. When these 12" grade general and vocational students used
technology to help them produce their final electricity studies projects, they rapidly moved away from
what was expected of them within the traditional heavily directed vocational education model:
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Students’ dependence on the teachers reduced progressively. First, they gained more experience and
self-confidence. ... When the students spent too much time waiting for the teacher, they intensified
their efforts to solve their problems and got help from their teachers, friends, or via the Internet. ...
After three to four months, over 75% of the students completed their construction and basic opera-
tion of their system. At this stage they become more and more autonomous, while only a minority of
the students relied on the teacher to help up to the deadline (p.177).

The teachers studied by Barak reacted in varying ways to this behaviour. One resisted this trend towards
increased student autonomy, citing the fact that he was “’responsible for preparing them for the final
exam ... I can’t take risks ... the students are inexperienced ... they spoil expensive components ...””
(p-179) whilst some others responded to their students’ enthusiasm by forming highly collaborative and
less directive pedagogical relations that enabled the students to take increased responsibility for their
own learning, with specific benefit in terms of the “development of pupils’ thinking skills and self-
esteem”. It is especially notable that in this particular case it was the use of this new element of powerful
and appropriate digital technology which sparked off a process, willingly taken up by both teachers and
students, of reassessing and reorienting existing pedagogical relationships. It would be good to think that
technologies such as broadband Internet will increasingly prove to raise such issues in lively classrooms,
but the evidence of our own research suggests that the deep inertia of a centralised curriculum might
prove too constraining for such developments to occur spontaneously. This suggests that, if we wish
investigate the ways in which technology can support and stimulate self-regulated learning, we might
need to set up research experiments in more interventionist ways than are normally considered
appropriate, in UK educational settings at least.
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