Outline of a Microlearning Agenda
Theo Hug & Norm Friesen

In the rapidly-changing world of the Internet amg tWeb, theory and research fre-
quently struggle to catch up to developments, auigons and permutations in tech-
nology and the social forms and practices evolwiitd it. Although the acuity of this
situation may be new, the notion of the culturaihe of research (and society in gen-
eral) lagging behind technological developmentsasnovel. As early as the 1920's,
William Ogburn’s theory of social change (1950)nt#&ed cultural lags as being an
important part of the social dynamics associateth wvachnological innovation. Even
though we have much more complex conceptions efdependent dimensions of so-
cial, cultural and medial change and the analysmudtiplex systems (cf. Rusch et al.,
2007) today, challenges for timeliness and topigali theory remain.

In the social sciences generally, Internet and Bteidies have emerged to address this
lag between Internet practices and correspondiegrigs by developing and adapting
ethnographic, social-psychological, linguistictical and other methodologies. These
now serve as ways of investigating new online nemtétions of identity, language
use, and other cultural, commercial and technicain§ — from blogging through
YouTube. In educational research, a similar pradifien of novel practices, applica-
tions, and forms — from online educational gamese#wning objects, from bulletin
boards to wikis — have come to be addressed unbleics such as “e-learning,” “dis-
tributed education,” or “networked learning.” Nally, a number of more specific
catchphrases and terms have been circulating &, lahtegorize and also promote
more particular practices, ideas and forms. Thestude e-learning 2.0, personal
learning environments, game-based learning, an@.mor

Together, these terms and rubrics help to map wnaerging sociotechnical land-

scape. However, this terrain is itself shifting ama@nging, constantly underscoring the
provisional and negotiable nature of terms andlsalde many cases, terms attempt to
stake out terrain that is as of yet emerging, sonest going too far off the mark, and

(less frequently), being too conservative in tlesitimation of the richness or extent of
the territory identified.

With this in mind, this introduction to this colsan on theDidactics of Micro-
learning will begin by mapping the changing but ultimatelynvergent definitions of
the term “microlearning” as they have emerged amcetbped over the past five years
or more. It will also explore how this term anddgnamics help to organize and order
a set of pedagogical and technological phenomedaamcepts in new and interesting
ways. This introduction will also examine how thmexgence and development of the



16 Theo Hug & Norm Friesen

term “microlearning” presents lessons for a randeinterrelated concerns that
continue to proliferate at the intersection of sleeial, technical and educational

This chapter begins with an overview of the defomal issues related to micro-learn-
ing. It then presents a brief review of the resead informal literatures that have
quickly been amassed in this new field. From thvsraeiew, it develops the thesis that
the “microlearning agenda” — as an explicit emphasi the minute and particular in
teaching, learning and technology — presents véuddssons for research into
technology and media in education generally. Meaohing is revealed in these
contexts not simply as one approach among manyadat perspective that applies to
many aspects of education, as something that goeomtinuously, whether it is an
explicit focus for research and technology develeptor not. As such, the lessons
gained through microlearning are shown to have regdized applicability to the
studies of media and technology in education inifeadest possible sense. We con-
clude our discussion of concepts, didactics, masliind structures of microlearning by
presenting some microlearning lessons. These Isskmus on the constraints and
freedoms for learners and the pedagogical respititysdf teachers.

1 Definition and Context

As indicated earlier, in contrast to microteachfofy Dwight & Ryan, 1969) and also

to other terms such as microphysics or microbiolagicrolearning is a rather new

expression. Similar to related expressions likeragontent or micromedia, it has been
in use only since about 2002, though many aspédtaming, didactics and education
have, of course been addressed on what can bd edlfeicro” level for centuries.

The discourse, or rather, multiple discourses hlaae emerged and developed around
microlearning are above all polyvocal and interoadi. In addition to a strong central-
european presence, a glance at the tables of ¢srmiémhe published collections in
microlearning (from Innsbruck University Press) @als contributions from North
America, Asia, Australia, as well as other part€afope. Such cultural, geographic
and linguistic heterogeneity underscores the faat the technology central to micro-
learning — like any technologies or technical syste- are not constituted in isolation,
producing the same results in different instituibrsocial and cultural contexts. In-
stead, this technology and these systems are icaxy intertwined, and this embed-
ding of the technical in the social and culturagiigen expression in this introduction
by referring to the “socio-technical” (e.g., seegHas, 2001).

The heterogeneity of the contexts, cultures anidnately, meanings associated with
the term microlearning is further compounded byetaeneity of the term learning
itself. For example, learning can be conceptualiasch process of building up and
organizing knowledge. But it can also refer to thange of behaviour, of attitudes, of
values, of mental abilities, of task performancecofnitive structures, of emotional
reactions, of action patterns or of social dynamis matter how learning is concep-
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tualized, in all cases there is the possibilitycofisidering it in terms of micro, meso
and macro aspects or levels (cf. Hug 2005, p.4)aAsgsult, microlearning can be
understood in manifold ways which can refer to miaspects of a variety of phenom-
ena including learning models and concepts.

Along with that, the corresponding levels of mesarhing or macro learning can refer

to different areas, too (see figure 1).

Example 1 | Example 2| Example 3| Example 4| Example5 | Example 6
Linguistics | Language | Learning Course Competency| Saociology
learning contents | structure | classification
learnin . o
. vocables, . g ) competencies| individual-
micro| . objects, learning .
single letters | phrases, . . of learners or | ized
level micro objects _
sentences teachers learning
content
words, letter- group
. . o sub areas, . __ .
Meso| figure combi- | situations, narrow topics, designing a | learning or
level | nations, episodes themes lessons lecture organizatio-
sentences nal learning
socio- .
texts, conver- learning of
. .| cultural . courses, I .
macrq sation, lingui- e topics, _ designing a | generations,
. . | specifics, . curricular . .
level | stic communi- subjects curriculum learning of
. complex structures .
cation _ societies
semantics

Figure 1. Microlearning — mesolearning — macrolgayricf. Hug, 2005, p. 3).

These kinds of illustrative distinctions help toosh the many ways in which
microlearning can be understood. Depending on fsanheeference and economies of
scale, micro, meso and macro aspects vary. Theselonal rather than “absolute.”
For example, in the context of language learnimgg might think of micro aspects in
terms of vocabularies, phrases, sentences, andgiisth them from situations and
episodes (as meso aspects) and socio-culturalfisgeor complex semantics (as
macro aspects). In a more general discourse onilggarone might differentiate be-
tween learning on individual, group, or very braaetial and/or generational levels.
But whether “microlearning” is defined in terms @dntent, processes, technologies,
competencies or learner groups, the key, of coisrgbat which is occurring at the
most minute of levels — as opposed to the mesoamran minutes or seconds of time
are relevant instead of hours, days or months;esers, headlines, or clips are the
focus rather than paragraphs, articles, programgreésentations; and portable tech-
nologies, loosely-coupled distributed environmeats of interest rather than mono-
lithic or integrated turnkey systems.

A second and broader context for the definitionsnafrolearning is provided by char-
acteristics and dynamics associated with “knowleelgenomies.” These characteris-
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tics include, of course, an increasing economicddpnce on the generation, circula-
tion and utilization of productive knowledge, antleadant pressures for instant ac-
cess, workforce retraining and lifelong learningn@rally speaking, these factors are
seen to involve increasing nomadicity of those gativeg and using knowledge, and
also decreasing longevity and even coherence ofleage itself:

Microlearning as a term reflects the emerging tgali the ever-increasing
fragmentation of both information sources and imfation units used for
learning, especially in fast-moving areas which ss®d development and a
constantly high degree of change. (Langreiter &BpPR006, p. 79)

These processes are also linked with changing mediistries. The diffusion of tech-
nological innovation necessitates the transformatio renewal of value propositions
and business models. Making explicit referencan@fomedia,” Umair Haque (2005)
describes some of the conditions necessitatingrédmsformation as follows:

Micromedia is media produced by prosumers (or anmmatesometimes, it's
called ‘consumer-generated content’). Micromedféeds fundamentally from

mass media. First, it's usually microchunked. Sec¢dmecause it's micro-
chunked, it's plastic. Third, micromedia is liquidrosumers can trade info
about it via ratings, reviews, tags, comments, Igtsy or a plethora of others.
These are also micromedia; micromedia whose ecanaemdue lies in its

complementarity with other micromedia. (2005)

Apart from other complementarities with meso- orcromedia (cf. Rusch et al., 2007,
p. 13), it is important to realize that this dissios is rather about complex interrela-
tions and new dynamics than just about small scsezas or the nomadicity implied in
handheld devices. Although the absolute noveltthefcurrent situation — and the ab-
solute centrality of knowledge in it — are subjexidebate (e.g., Seidensticker, 2006;
Friesen, 2006), it is difficult to dispute that thereasing speed, fragmentation and
mobility of information production and consumptipresents a new milieu for media
production and forms.

Whether our focus is on learning tasks and proseggeducts and outcomes, it is im-
portant to avoid definitions of microlearning thatk discriminating or differentiating
power. If microlearning is simply equated with infwal learning, lifelong learning, or
being “bathed in bits” in the digital mediasphesed Tapscott, 1999), we end up in a
night in which all cows are black. #verythingis microlearningnothingof it is to be
considered of special importance. Consequentlyadwocate speaking of microlearn-
ing in terms of special moments or episodes ofniegrwhile dealing with specific
tasks or content, and engaging in small but conscsteps. These moments, episodes
and processes may vary depending on the pedagagésnedia involved, but the
measures of scale of the amount of time and comegotved can be made fairly con-
stant. For example, microlearning can involve tee af different media technologies
— book printing, radio, film, TV, computer, Intetrend others. It can be utilized with



Outline of a Microlearning Agenda 19

a range of pedagogies, including, reflective, prafgh conceptionalist, constructivist,

connectivist, or behaviourist learning, or actiotask-, exercise-, goal- or problem-
oriented learning. It can be designed for classréeanning as well as for corporate
learning or continuing education, entailipgpcesseshat may be separate or concur-
rent, situated or integrated into other activitiéanay follow iterative methods, net-

worked patterns or certain modes of attention mamet entailing different degrees
of awareness. Finally, thferm of a final microlearning product may have characte

stics of fragments, facets, episodes, skill eles)ediiscrete tasks, etc. But while it is
amenable to all of these forms, contexts, technetognd combinations, in terms of its
temporality and substance, microlearning carrieeesoelatively simple markers: In

terms oftime microlearning is related to relatively short effoeand low degrees of

time consumption. And in terms @bntentmicrolearning deals with small or very
small units and rather narrow topics, even thowggieets of literacy and multimodality

(cf. Kress, 2003, pp. 35-59) may play a compleg.rol

2 Didactics of Microlearning

As to didacticsof microlearning, it is important to be aware dffetent cultural and
academic traditions. In the French speaking cultarea “didactique” also means a
literary genre, and in German traditions we findasiety of concepts, models and un-
derstandings. By way of contrast, Anglo-Americascdssions on didactics mainly
focus on instructional design or theory (see Friesethis volume). Attempting to
straddle these different traditions, this introdmctuses the terms “didactics” to desig-
nate very generally processes of design and reftectlated to teaching and learning.
Depending on the level of reflection and theorétmapractical demands, didactics
can also be seen to refer to concepts, approanimsdels, theories, experiences, or
technologies, or to questions of an art of teacldnd learning. Furthermore, these
considerations may focus on subjects (who), coatant skills (what), methods and
technologies (how), reasons, purposes, and godlg amd what for), as well as on
social relations, institutional and societal comhi$, settings and arrangements, learn-
ing ecologies and cultures, media environments,gpand control, or valuation and
assessment. Also, we can distinguish between éxahd implicit didactics, as we do
for forms and processes of knowledge generally.

In the context of wide-spread media effects suctdambing-down” or “data smog,”
microlearning and associated pedagogies may belsesome simply as contributing
to these undesirable trends. Although we beliea ldarning can be playful, enter-
taining and even joyful, we do not maintain thatmlearning is simply a question of
dressing up and manipulating avatars, or tinkemvith bits and “pieces loosely
joined” (D. Weinberger). It is easy to argue thaitmer differentiated knowledge and
critical thinking nor social and moral competeneeessarily emerge, simply because
somebody may have learned to make use of RSS-fedlds,or weblogs. But which
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didactical principles and which educational expsres promote these qualities and
competencies and what was and what is the roldwdfational systems in this respect?

Critical discussions about traditional schoolingd amdden curricula, school influ-
ences, and governmentality (Weber & Maurer, 2006educational contexts have
shown ambivalent results. In our view, microleagnaways has played a role also in
institutional learning contexts (cf. Hierdeis instvolume). The question is rathbqw
micro steps and short-term learning activities @ositioned, situated, contextualized,
valued, combined, complemented, contrasted, cquuitdged, etc. and which forces
are at work in institutional contexts and elsewh&enerally speaking, besides inci-
dental and unavoidable modes of punctuating anegfounding single learning steps
in flows of work and everyday life, there are mavgys how the association of micro-
learning aspects can be conceptualized and linkedmprehensive models. Here are
some examples:

In the multicomponent modahicro aspects or contents are combined more or less
systematically — either in advance or on the flin-sequences, linear, recursive
and/or branching, relating to each other as separamponents (e.g., Swertz,
2006).

— In the aggregation modemmicrolearning elements that are fundamentaliiyilar
are bundled or combined as a relatively unstrudtenetity or homogenous mass
("aggregate”).

— In theconglomerate modeliverse micro elements are arrayed as a kind sgras
ment or “bouquet” of learning products and procsesse

— In theemergence modelen phenomena, coherestructures and qualities evolve
from and between microlearning elements themselMasse novel patterns or pro-
perties cannot be attributed to any single elenestead, they arise out of a multi-
plicity of relatively simple interactions or steps dynamic process of self-
organization.

— According to Luhmann’smedium/form distinctior{(1997, pp. 190-201) learning
results can be understood fasm in a mediumof loosely coupled elements. Be-
cause any given form can act as medium on anathel, llayers and layers of dis-
tinctions can be described. For example, we caatereords in the medium of
letters, sentences in the medium of words, andgiisuin the medium of sen-
tences.

— In the model ofexemplification,micro aspects of learning appear as prototypical
examples which allow the explication of larger cdempstructures, connections
and relations. Holographic depictions can be tasspecial cases of exemplifica-
tion.

— Furthermore, micro-macro-relations in learning gsses also can be described

and analyzed in terms of “perspicuous represemsitisensuWittgenstein (see

Puhl & Seidl in this volume).
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In relationship to these and other models, and gigen the wide range of didactical
theories and models (cf. Blankertz, 2000; Heitkam@800) it becomes obvious that
there are many different ways of conceptualizimglygzing and designing didactics of
microlearning. However, this variety of means disimgs with it a range of implica-
tions in other spheres of value and activity. Oh¢hese that has emerged in discus-
sions of microlearning is the sphere of politiasi) & has become manifest above all in
terms of network design and architecture.

3 Politics of Microlearning

Speaking of network openness, Mitch Kapor, the mbeeof Lotus 1-2-3, insightfully
observed in 1991 that “architecture is politicsThe structure of a network itself,
more than the regulations which govern its use pdtaargued (and has argued since),
“significantly determines what people can and cardw using that same network
(Kapor, 2006). Think, for example, of diagrams eaghing the the distributed nature
of the Internet, with multiple nodes or routing &ions connected in multiple ways
with others, and with any one capable of routindigahal network traffic should a
neighboring node become unavailable. This is tyfyigaesented as opposed to cen-
tralized networks, such as those represented byetephone system, with a single
central node.

As it has developed, microlearning can be saidateetbrought with it a kind of politi-
cal awareness and partly a politics which is nowheasier to trace than in architec-
tures proposed for its technologies and applicatidrhis politics, moreover, is pri-
marily a politics of the institution versus the imdual. Certainly there are a signifi-
cant number of contributions to the microlearningcdssion that emphasize its rele-
vance to existing educational institutions and ficas, or that focus on applications or
studies situated within given institutional boundar(e.g., Newman & Grigg and
Oliver in this volume; Schachtner, 2006). But thase outweighed by contributions
critical of existing and traditional educationasiitutions and practices. This is evident
in calls to go beyond “the institutional shackldstaday’'s state education systems”
(Krieg, in this volume), the questioning of the Stainability of traditional models”
(Fiedler & Kieslinger) or the outright rejection tfaditional pedagogies, frameworks
and roles” as “ineffective” (Molnar, 2006).

But revolutionary rhetoric aside, diagrams suchtlasse provided by Fiedler and
Kieslinger (2006), Downes (2006) and Wilson befoma (2005) make clear the dif-
ference between traditional and microlearning wisiol he first diagram adapted from
Fiedler and Kieslinger, (see Figure 2) for examellustrative of architectures asso-
ciated with conventional “institutional” settings.

The diagram shows “participants” (the white circlas the right) as connecting to
“forum,” “calendar,” and “content” tools or functig, which are supplied by a single,
centralized Learning Management System (LMS). Tiagrdm could just as well have
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shown these same participants as similarly conmgd¢t the “email,” “conferencing,”
and other communications tools. Additionally, itutsb have also shown all of these
tools or functions as associated with a single hiegr Management System, combin-
ing both content, calendaring and communicatiorctions in a single, integrated suite
of tools. All communication or connection betwedede participants, moreover, is
ultimately mediated through these centralized syste

This is precisely what the leading Web-based legr@nd teaching environments —
WebCT, Blackboard and Moodle — accomplish. And tdeyso in such a way that
they allow for the surveillance of online studentiaties in a manner that has been
described as “panoptic” (cf. Rybas, 200K3%. is the case in Bentham’s prison design,
these learning management systems allow the balravad students to be visible to
the teacher in individual and aggregate form, wttike actions of the teacher are in no
way open to such scrutiny (Land, 2004). In additibe roles and actions that students
and teachers are actually able to undertake arédyrconstrained and standardized.
“Bricks-and-mortar” institutions, like any other ganizations, are “full of hetero-
geneous actors, with complex identities” (PollockC&rnford, 2000). These are also
developed, changed and improvised as necessadendfumay lead a class, and may
evaluate themselves and others. However, in legrmmanagement systems and
organizational information systems generally, “go@e and everything is formalised,
represented in a standardised form, with certdiesrand responsibilities towards the
system.” The result with such systems is that “isk destroying or submerging those
interactions that are tacit, informal, flexible"dl®bck & Cornford, 2000). Teachers are
not learners, and learners do not teach; instre@piautomated systems evaluate stu-
dents rather than students evaluating themselnesalhactions remain inauthentically
isolated from real-world with a password-protectgarden wall.”

Inssautional Seftingaac Ingdual Seting

G cs { Conferencing ]
Systems

s LMS
Systems
\ Qo
\ [Galonaar ] O
B )00,
experts = O Ooo
= OICR = 0% =0
SN = ©°
Figure 2. “Institutional Setting” Figure 3. “Individual Setting”

(cf. Fiedler & Kieslinger, 2006, p. 80) (cf. Fiedler & Kieslinger, 2006, p. 81)
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The diagram showing the “individual setting,” (Figu3) on the other hand, shows a
single participant at the centre, and a wide rasfgentities arrayed around him or her.
These entities include not only the familiar ingittnal functions or tools for email,
messaging, calendaring, etc.; they also includesethsociotechnical developments
most closely associated with microlearning, sucWablogs, ePortfolios, RSS read-
ers, etc. Significantly, many of these tools irstiagram are shown to be connected
to related tools offered through a different “ihgiional setting” and the central par-
ticipant in this diagram is also shown as conngctlimectly to other services or tools
offered by this same institution (these connectiares indicated by the dashed lines
extending on the left of the figure; the entitiesithich they ultimately connect have
been cropped in this version of the diagram). lditeah to these tools (which are pre-
sumably still offered and centralized in a givestitutional setting) the participant is
shown as having direct contact with other “paracifs” — labelled as “family,”
“friends,” “experts” and “peers” — outside of thestitution, and involving no media-
tion by its systems or tools. These, in turn, aenected to further individuals, who
bring along their own array of institutional to@ed connections (as indicated by col-
umns of institutional services or tools arrayeddads the bottom of the diagram). Of
course, the politics of this second diagram aretimage of institutional control, but of
individual autonomy and self-direction. Specifigalhterrogating issues associated
with the adult or “life-long” learner, Fiedler akdeslinger describe a “technologically
emancipated” education:

Do we expect adult students merely to adapt toraynhosted and controlled
landscapes of tools and services? Or do we ratlagmtan a perspective of
(technological) emancipation, which suggests tlofta should also control,
at least partially, the tools and services thay timegrate into their personal
workflows? (2006, p. 85)

This is perhaps even more explicit in the desa@iiand the diagram of the “Personal
Learning Environment,” provided by Downes and maméd earlier. The diagram in
question, although not reproduced here, does nert @vovide a single institutional
frame of reference. Instead it shows a centralrenment (a “Virtual Learning Envi-
ronment” or a “Personal Learning Environment”) ammecting to some half dozen
services and technologies, with institutions suslflaearndirect” or the Bolton Insti-
tute having the same diagrammatic status as Fockdel.icio.us: “It becomes,” as
Downes explains, “not an institutional or corporapplication, but a personal learning
center, where content is reused and remixed acgptdithe student’s own needs and
interests.” Writing elsewhere, Downes is even nexicit:

It's just you, your community, and the web, an eowiment where you are the
centre and where your teachers — if there are asrg-your peers. It is, | be-
lieve, the future — and where, one day, the neregaion of Blackboards and
WebCTs and Moodles and Sakais will make their m@®06a)
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Assuming that these kinds of statements take iotount the complexity of the rela-
tionships between the technological and educationalould be too easy to dismiss
their substance as the product of either romamias desperation. The kind of eman-
cipation-through-technology envisioned by Downed atihers underplays the depend-
ence of these activities on carriers, providergistin managers, infrastructures and
more. Control of these infrastructures and servpresupposes a significant level of
economic enfranchisement and social integratiod, tegchnical and communicative
competency. There are a large number of factorsthar words, that exist externally
to the Internet, and that play a decisive role etednining the presence or absence.
Assuming that all of these conditions are in pldbe,learner in his “personal learning
environment” is still encumbered by various issugew many bright bloggers, pro-
ductive second lifers and erudite podcasters aeetivho have not been recruited to
media industries, or would struggle to survive beirt “virtual” incomes? What of
creators and providers of quality content whiclpisvented from having its educa-
tional value realized due to regionalized educaigolicy? The mass use of social
software, the dynamics of amateur content prodnaied consumption, and the busi-
ness models that have been developing along watm tlequire in-depth investigation
rather than continued celebration. Such investgativould require research into
macro-level considerations (e.g., see: “Parametetise New Global Public Sphere;”
Volkmer, 1999), into the meso-levels of institutidecision-making, and down to the
micro-levels of individual mouse clicks and attentimanagement. We are far away
from conciliation of the heterogeneous desiresarsfsamer and participatory cultures,
wealth generation and employability in its neolddeor critical versions, or the just
distribution of recognition and educational opparty. Neither self-referential blog-
ging nor unquestioning implementation of institutiwide “Blackboardization® pre-
sent viable solutions. We would argue that we faeter chances of success (or sur-
vival) if we at least partially abandon battles &ttention or rankings for the sake of
cultures of deliberative learning (cf. Schmidt mstvolume) and encouragement of
phronesis (Aristotle). By this, we refer to praatjcsituated and flexible knowledges
and ways of acting: ones that are sensitive toestnand are able to change in keep-
ing with changing circumstances, able also to &k support the appropriate actions
and developments at the right time and place.

The discourses and diagrams of microlearning, hewelvave provided a place for
articulating and sketching out visions of a podtig progressive, post-institutional
education. Ways and means of learning are envidiaseébeing freed — at least to vari-
ous degrees — from the old ways, forms, structares limitations. One potential
challenge that arises from these developmentsgthas that they blur the distinctions
separating education from more generic informafao service provision, creation

1 “Blackboardization” is used as an idiom for greses of norming learning cultures, trivialization
of complex issues, misleading of trustful userdjrgean e-learning approach as mother-of-all
e-education, normalization of restraints, and imp@atation of structural bondages by asserting
one Learning Content Management system as progyrigtéution of priority.
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and consumption. For it is in some ways the “burgiliof communication, content
provision and other functions and tools that chiréges their current educational use.
And, more importantly, it is the embedding of thise with institutional supports and
funding, with communities of teachers and reseas;hend with curricular structures
and organization that distinguishes it from moraeg& communication and informa-
tion access. To be fair, the authors cited aboveldviikely counter that these are pre-
cisely the traditional limitations from which edtica needs to be freed. However, the
tensions and issues that would be implied in sudbbate might become clearer when
they are considered further below, in the lightwbther important theme in the micro-
learning literature, pedagogy.

4 Microlearning Morphology

The pedagogy associated with microlearning spangide range of possible ap-
proaches, from emphases on its inherently “unsirabte” and improvisatory nature
(Friesen, 2006) to approaches involving the speatifon of actions and activities from
moment-to-moment. One striking example of the tageby the relatively early con-
tribution to a didactics of microlearning developag Swertz (2006), and earlier, by
his supervisor, Meder (2006). Going by the nam®&Aséb Didactics,” this is an eclec-
tic pedagogy, defined in terms of navigation, segu®y, and particular content types:

Web-Didactics does not offer a single instructiodasign model (e.g., Prob-
lem Based Learning, Tasks Oriented Learning) bwuhaice of didactical
models, that were approved in the educational ticadi These models were
specified concerning the granularity of the compsteeen. (2006, p. 56)

Swertz explains that the granularity of contentechlifor by the computer screen is
relatively small, and that contents at this levieg@nularity need to be disaggregated
(“decontextualized”) to form general knowledge lsase which these contents are
labelled according to specific knowledge types. sehdypes include “receptive,”
“interactive,” and “cooperative knowledge” (ibidpp. 58-62), in which “receptive
knowledge” is subdivided into “orientational,” “elgmational,” “instructional,” and
“source knowledge.” Swertz reasons that each afethgpes can be sequenced (gener-
ally in linear fashion) according to a number oficro models,” including models he
identifies as “abstracting,” “concretizing,” “thgedriven” and “problem-based.” Ab-
stracting involves a progression from text throwyhwing and animation to video,
with concretizing reversing this order. Omittingns® intermediate stages, the prob-
lem-based model involves progressive moves from aasl content through explana-
tion and example to an activity and overview.

i

This overall approach — re-arranging small, recaorabi resources to constitute given
instructional sequences — will likely sound farmilia anyone who has been exposed to
learning objects and technical e-learning stand&fds similar processes have been
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envisioned as occurring with learning objects &y tare “packaged,” “sequenced,” or
“scripted” in linear, hierarchical and/or recursmeler.

A similar emphasis on structure is evident in tleealopment of applications for the
integration of microlearning activities in workflenand everyday life stream as done
in Innsbruck (Austriaf.Based on the principle of making use of the usmedia, time
slots for small learning steps are created accgrtbnthe individual use of technical
devices and learning needs. There is, for exanapbell phone application usable for
second language acquisition, designed to promptislee at pre-determined (and also
customizable) intervals with questions concerningabulary, grammar, phrases and
basic comprehension in a foreign language. Thesevials can be tracked to ensure
that they are optimized in accordance with psyafickl studies in memory and re-
tention. The result is a product which has showmegromise in early studies
(Hagleitner, Drexler & Hug, 2006), and which canifkegrated in new and interesting
ways into everyday practices and routines. Thideiscribed as occurring almost “in-
terstitially,” under the aegis of “integrated milgarning” (cf. Gassler, 2004; Hug,
2005; Gstrein & Hug 2006), a model which tries ¢pe with paradoxical demands: it
is open, flexible and modular and — at the same tinallows the use of learning man-
agement functions, and it enables concomitant iegrambedded in workflows to-
gether with the development of knowledge architexsu

The level of pedagogical structuring entailed iis thind of interstitial, integrated mi-
crolearning is broadly comparable to a rather dififié pedagogy for microlearning
articulated under the title: “Ther. Whoprinciple” (Newman & Grigg in this volume).
Starting from the assumption that learning and obé&rning are “inherently epi-
sodic,” the authors point to the narrative struetaf the 30 minut®r. Who episodes

broadcast by the BBC from the 60’s to the 1980’s»xamplary for microlearning. The
two key characteristics they identify are 1) Theiduring of “content to fit the epi-

sode (and every episode with a cliff-hanger)” ahnd’ e delivery of “the episodes in
appropriate time intervals.” Of course, the secpotht is reminiscent of the mne-
monically optimized intervals utilized in integrdtenicrolearning; and the episodic,
narrative structure suggested in the first posgtileast morphologically similar to the
short sequences suggested in the “Web Didaktieder (2006) and Swertz (2006).

If these organizational and broadly didactic sgyee can be considered as at least a
“partially structured” pedagogy for microlearninpey serve as a transition to those
pedagogies which advocate an abandonment of steu@nd regulation, and an

2 In the context of a collaboration of the Indetof Educational Sciences, University of Innsbruck
with the Research Studios Austria, a division & #&ustrian Reseach Centers GmbH, a server-
client application and prototypical PC and cell phaapplications particularly with regard to
second language acquisition have been developaugd2®03-2006. The applications research at
the Research Studio eLearning Environments wasostggpby the Federal Ministry of Economy
and Employment and the Tyrolean Future Foundafieformation on further basic and use-
inspired research as well as on development of Inoieolearning applications is available at
http://www.hug-web.at.
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autonomous role for the learner. This is descrilmadely in terms of “learner-
centered” didactic and especially in constructidsgcourse of learning (cf. Kosel
2003; Reich 2006). Also Downes clearly votes fariher- or student-centered peda-
gogy, requiring above all “the placing of the cohwf learning itself into the hands of
the learner.” It is well represented by the likéd~ceire and Papert, with Downes cit-
ing one of the latter's statements on “game-bassining” (Downes, 2005) as
follows:

The most important learning skills that | see al@fdgetting from games are
those that support the empowering sense of takiagge of their own learn-
ing. And the learner taking charge of learning néithetical to the dominant
ideology of curriculum design. (Papert, 1998)

Any explicit structure applying to this “self-dired” learning is minimal: “insofar as
there is structure, it is more likely to resemblaraguage or a conversation rather than
a book or a manual,” as Downes explains (Downe@5R0Ihe learner directs and de-
cides the affiliations, links, contents, forms efidance and direction (if any) that will
be constitutive of the learning process — in sormees creating these him or herself.
There is no pre-ordained structure, curricularusegjal or otherwise.

5 Microlearning Lessons

We argue that the as of yet inconclusive and palsi’mature of microlearning dis-
course is a good thing, and should be cultivateleartouraged. Indeed, this openness
and heterogeneity may well be, counterintuitivéhe agenda of microlearning in the
present age. Given the developing and decentralizédre of the technologies and
architectures that are associated with microleggritrseems unlikely that any kind of
definitive consensus on microlearning theory arghtelogy is likely to emerge. At
the same time, the emphasis on moments, interssoggpets, and fragments that is
obvious in microlearning discourses generally kelly to remain important. It is the
fragment rather than the Wagneri@esamtkunstwerthat is most suited to the Web,
to the cell phone and to various forms of ubiqustand mobile computing — and to the
dispositions and pacing of 2tentury life.

Similarly, the architectural politics and the varsopedagogies articulated in the mi-
crolearning discourse also manifest productiveitenand difference. Vital issues and
questions about the institutions, traditions aratpces of education are kept alive and
open through this heterogeneity. It is in termgto$ final issue of the political and
pedagogical that this paper makes one final p@imt is to argue for a preservation of
institutional and structured pedagogies that ameg@ly critiqued in microlearning.
To argue for a completely “emancipated,” user-earher-controlled educational ar-
chitecture and politics as does Downes and Molaad to a lesser extent, Fiedler and
Kieslinger) is to misapprehend the multiplicity imles of the educational institution.
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And invoking questions about the feasibility of edtional institutions is not anything
new.

Let us reference a 1958 essay entitled “The Cinsisducation” to make both of these
points. In this piece, philosopher Hannah Arendiuas explicitly against the notion
that public educational institutions are to be usti®d simply in terms of their overt
educational functions — whether these are suffityiestudent-centered, or up to the
challenges of the present age. Schools and uniesrsire not simply about their overt
educational functions. People do not simply beceffiective knowledge workers or

even autonomous individuals there. Instead, th@dcis also where society repro-
duces itself, where one generation takes overrfotheer. Learners (above all children)
are introduced into a world that is environmentallyd politically broken, and for

which their teachers, the generation handing ir,oneist be held responsible. Arendt
argues that

In education this responsibility for the world takihe form of authority. The
authority of the educator and the qualificationghe teacher are not the same
thing. Although a measure of qualification is impBasable for authority, the
highest possible qualification can never by itbelfjet authority. The teacher’'s
gualification consists in knowing the world andrgeiable to instruct others
about it, but his authority rests on his assumptbrresponsibility for that
world. Vis-a-vis the child it is as though he wereepresentative of all adult
inhabitants, pointing out the details and sayinghchild: This is our world.
(1958)

This responsibility also exists in the undergradugissroom and in the dissertation
supervisor’s office: We are obligated to say tha ts the past of education and this is
its present. Using a different frame of referertbes responsibility is also palpable in
terms of the “big spike” and “long tail” that govesrthe world of the blogosphere. It is
the burden imposed by the arbitrary way that thingge worked out, or not worked
out. It is sometimes called history or traditiors Arendt argues, it takes the form of
the authority that is embodied, however, poorlycimriculum structure and that con-
strains the freedom of the student a pedagogisploresibility. It is this ongoing dy-
namic of history, rather than simply historicalrimne or the arbitrary authority that will
prevent the most radical versions of “personal’ pedsonalized learning from being
realized. The impulse to conceive of microlearnargl education generally that is
freed from these constraints is important and \@Ekjaout it exists only to counterbal-
ance the recognition of the inescapability of timgoing predicament or crisis.
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