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Learner preferences appear to be changing and there is some evidence that students are seeking a 
different kind of learning experience than currently commonly available.  This paper provides a brief 
discussion of changing student learning preferences and suggests that these are being driven by the 
accessibility and characteristics of available and emerging technologies, rather than by technological 
determinism. The paper also suggests that, in many ways, the majority of higher education institutions 
are ill-prepared for these changes and that a gap is emerging between student expectations and student 
experience. It is proposed that students are looking for more connected and mobile learning 
opportunities and that ‘loose networks’ are playing an increasingly important role in supporting 
learning. The paper discusses the implications these changes have for institutions and suggests that 
while universities face challenges they also have choices. 
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Introduction 

The ownership of mobile technologies is becoming increasingly widespread and many of these devices enable 
ease of access to a range of tools including social networking tools and rich media experiences (Traxler, 2011). 
The statistics indicate that this growth in ownership and use of these tools, while more widespread amongst 
young people (Jones, 2011), is by no means confined to this group, with many older people both going online 
and participating in social networking activities (Lenhart, Purcell, Smith & Zickhur, 2010). This growing use of 
technology by students of all ages, is having an impact on teaching and learning as students are increasingly 
seeking to use their own technologies (Andrews & Tynan, in press; van der Werf & Sabatier, 2009) to engage in 
a range of academic activities. As Williams, (2011), points out, students are looking for more engaged learning 
experiences using these tools and a move beyond the strong focus on delivery of information that still dominates 
much of higher education teaching.  
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Technological determinism versus  ‘networked individualism’. 

Over the last decade the notion of the  ‘Net Generation’ as a homogeneous, wired, group with high-level digital 
skills has gained currency and persisted (Tapscott, 2009; Oblinger & Oblinger, 2005; Prensky, 2001). This has 
influenced much thinking and debate around the provision of education for this generation, including the need to 
focus on greater engagement for these learners. This view takes a technological determinist approach, which 
suggests:  

The ubiquitous nature of certain technologies, specifically gaming and the Web, has affected the 
outlook of an entire age cohort in advanced economies (Jones, 2011, p. 42). 

However, there is substantial evidence emerging that this group in fact demonstrates considerable variation in 
the ways in which they use technology and much recent research has sought to refute the notion of homogeneity 
and to highlight the diversity within this group (Jones et al., 2010; Kennedy et al., 2009; Fitzgerald & Steele, 
2008).  

Further, as Jones (2011; 2010) suggests, rather than a generation being defined by the time into which they were 
born, it is the technology itself that is affording change: 

The new technologies emerging with this generation have particular characteristics that afford certain 
types of social engagement. (Jones, 2011, p. 42). 

This position is supported by emerging evidence that learners of all ages are embracing technology and are 
aware of the opportunities that mobile and web 2.0 technologies offer them to support both mobile and 
connected learning (Andrews & Tynan, in press; Williams, 2011).  

Students’ use of their technologies for teaching and learning 

Recent research by the first author found that students are tending to use technology for teaching and learning 
activities in a number of interesting ways (Andrews & Tynan, in press), the first being individuality in this use. 
Students are demonstrating a high level of distinctiveness in their use of ICT to fit learning into their busy lives. 
As learning environments are become increasingly mediated by technology and students are heavily committed 
with families, work and other pressures they are utilising technology to engage in learning in very different 
ways.  

The second way students are utilising technology has to do with mobility and connectedness. While 
concentrated learning is still important, they also appear to plan and manage their learning in smaller mobile 
bites. Few students are without devices that allow them to connect to the internet and access their learning, 
while on the move. As mentioned previously, the use of both mobile devices and social networking is increasing 
across all aspects of learners’ lives regardless of age. Use of students’ personal technology for learning purposes 
is evolving. Madge et al., 2009 found that on-campus students are using Facebook for mainly social purposes.  
Selwyn (2007), however found that while the primary use of Facebook for on-campus learners was social 
support, he also found that they used it for a range of transactional activities and low level teaching and learning 
activities:. These activities included: 

• Recounting and reflecting on the university experience 
• Exchange of practical information 
• Exchange of academic information 
• Displays of supplication and/or engagement 
• Banter. 

 
The third way students are using technology is in regard to resourcefulness and this is resulting in a shift away 
from using social networking tools as largely tools for social interactions, albeit, at times around issues related 
to learning  (Selwyn 2007). Learners are seeking out their peers as a first point of call to resolve problems. As 
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Andrews & Tynan (in press) found, distance learners of all ages are appropriating Facebook and other social net 
working tools to support a range of teaching and learning activities including online discussion forums, creating 
repositories for learning artefacts and  supporting special interest groups. Additionally Andrews  & Tynan (in 
press) found that the use of ‘loose networks’ (Traxler, 2011) was used by students to support a variety of 
informal learning activities.  Jones, (2011) also comments on the emergence of  ‘loose networks’. While little is 
understood yet as to how these networks operate, the availability of mobile and social networking tools appear 
to enable to students ‘dip in and out of’ activities and engage with a range of different peer learners to support 
particular learning needs (Andrews & Tynan, in press; Traxler 2011) as and when it suits. Meeting the diversity 
of student needs in this regard will become a challenging issue for curriculum designers and teachers. As 
Anderson (2008) has already pointed out, diversity in the need for connectedness will increase the difficulties 
faced by institutions in meeting the range of learner needs. 

An emerging gap 
Tools such as Facebook, Twitter, SMS and Skype are freely available to students and along with widespread 
ownership of mobile devices is providing an endless range of affordances for use for both personal and learning 
activities that students are increasingly appropriating. Hughes, (2009) suggested that the ways in which learners 
might want to learn and the ways in which universities are providing learning is creating a disjunct for learners. 
Despite the rapid acquisition of technology and the increasing focus on blended learning, most universities 
remain largely mired in a 20th century approach to pedagogy which focuses on transmission of knowledge.  
While technology is widely adopted and used across the sector, it still serves mainly as a means of delivering 
information rather than supporting and fostering engagement (McKeogh & Fox, 2009).  The affordances of Web 
2.0 tools are clear to many students (Andrews & Tynan, in press; Williams 2011) but mostly overlooked by the 
majority of lecturers (McKeogh & Fox, 2009; Lonn & Teasley, 2009).  Although technologies such as learning 
management tools including Web 2.0 tools are widely available, most teachers simply adapt the basic aspects of 
these technologies to their existing teaching and learning practices, rather than change the way they are teaching 
to make more effective use of the technology to enhance learning (Gosper et al., 2009).   

Further to this, Hughes (2009) also suggested that while the current generation of learners appeared to be 
tolerating this disjunct, the next generation might not be so accommodating. There is evidence emerging, 
however, that the current cohorts of students, regardless of any generational orientation in relation to using 
technology (Jones, 2011), want to learn differently and are already actively seeking changes to the ways their 
learning is provided to them (Andrews & Tynan, in press; Ram, 2010).  

However, although recognising that change is occurring in the world at large, institutions have been generally 
slow to respond to changing learner preferences. Supporting Gosper et al’s. (2009), observation in relation to the 
reluctance of many staff to change their practice to integrate new technologies Elhers & Schneckenberg (2010) 
point out that there is a general lack of interest and engagement by many staff in using technology effectively 
for teaching and learning activities.  The situation is compounded by a general lack of attention to quality 
considerations for online learning and universities may not have strategic plans to address a changing 
environment. Consequently, these factors can cause paralysis in many institutions  (Elhers & Schneckenberg, 
2010) limiting their ability to respond to the changes occurring as a consequence of the ways technology is 
increasingly being uses in the broader society how this is impacting on universities. 

The implications for learning in higher education   

Some commentators (Bates, 2010; Ram, 2010; Williams 2011) suggest that given the availability of information 
enabled by ease of access to the internet and the ways in which mobile technologies and social networking tools 
support activities such as knowledge construction, that the future of universities as we know them will 
inevitably have to change: 

There is little doubt technology is not only changing the way we teach and learn, it is also challenging 
centuries-old academic structures and practices, the very notion of what it means to be literate and, 
potentially, the primacy of universities as the world’s arbiters and repositories of knowledge (Williams, 
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2011, p12). 

Bates, (2010) suggests that institutions have an emerging responsibility to ensure that all stakeholders involved 
in the student learning journey are cognisant of the way in which knowledge, its access and production is 
changing.  Furthermore that the ways in which we teach may need to be altered and reconsidered alongside this.   
Further to this, Salmon, (2010) suggests that universities might a focus on ‘capacity building, partnerships and 
collaborations’ (p.40). This focus could enable the sector to more effectively support both leaners and staff 
needs. 

From this perspective, taking a proactive position and providing a responsive culture and policy environment 
(Elhers & Schnekenberg, 2010) that has a focus on meeting students expressed learning preferences 
appropriately, could be seen as a viable way forward for institutions. This does not suggest that universities 
should respond uncritically to students changing expectations. Indeed, as Salmon (2010) suggests ‘A more 
sophisticated and involved view of the ‘net generation’ and its need for learning needs to be taken (p.40). 

However as Bates (2010) points out, the nature of most institutions means that these kinds of activities and 
associated changes will not necessarily occur in many institutions.  To address this, amongst other strategies he 
suggests that support from government agencies will be necessary. This might include the provision of greater 
incentives for institutions to change, appropriate credentialing for university teachers and improved recognition 
of and incentives for innovations in university teaching,  

Conclusion 

This growing ownership and use of technology by learners of all ages, is having an impact on teaching and 
learning as students are increasingly seeking to use their own technologies. They are mobile, connecting in ways 
in which we do not fully understand and are resourceful in doing so. Knowledge construction is moving into 
new areas outside the control of academics.  Most institution are struggling to address the changes currently 
occurring as a consequence of the widespread availability and use of technology.  However, along with 
improved understandings of the learning needs of those entering universities (Andrews & Tynan, in press) more 
strategic approaches to innovation supported by appropriate Government incentives can be seen as possible 
strategies for minimising the gap between learner expectations and institutional responses. 
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