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As a teen with Internet access, you probably have noticed that everyone wants your attention. 
Everyone seems to be trying to sell you something and encouraging you to post something, talk 
with someone or participate in this or that. 

If you have “googled” yourself recently, you have already figured out that anything and 
everything you do on the Internet can be found by most anyone, whether you want it there or 
not. We recommend that you take charge of what people can discover about you and into 
command of your own learning. It is the difference between you controlling your own Internet 
space rather than having it control you.  It is the difference between controlling your own digital 
footprint rather than having your online reputation being dictated by others. 

We recommend that you create what we call a Personal Learning Environment (PLE) where you 
can organize yourself and also control most of what others can find out about you. You may 
say: “I already am an organized person,”  or, “I am not very interested in what people know 
about me on the web,” or, “I can usually find what I need when I need it.” But, we would like you 
to think a bit deeper about this topic from a broader perspective than just today or this week. 

A PLE is a place where you take ownership of your own learning.  It is where you make 
connections between the formal learning that you do in school with the informal learning that 
you do on your own.  We hope that your teachers are also using their own PLEs to 
communicate their knowledge with you but whether your teachers use online tools or not, you 
can use your PLE to extend what you learn in class through reflection and discussion with 
classmates and experts outside of the class.  Teach others through your own blog.  Get 
involved in discussion forums or read and comment on blogs around topics that particularly 
interest you.  Read about news stories that demonstrate the impact of these concepts in the real 
world.  It is not until you see the relevance of your learning that you will truly own your 
knowledge.   

Not only will a PLE help you to make your learning deeper and more relevant, it will teach you 
skills and develop structures that will help you to continue your learning well past your schooling.  
A good PLE will encourage reflection, association, application and critical thinking.  It will 
encourage you to make decisions about your own learning rather than waiting for an adult to 
make these decisions for you.  It will help you to understand how to find information and people 



that can feed your learning and organize that communication in effective and meaningful ways.  
These skills and dispositions are increasingly valued in the workplace by companies like FedEx 
and Google that give their employees a percentage of time to pursue their own work-related 
projects and are mirrored by some schools through concepts like Genius Hour.  Share the 
following links with the teachers in your life if you like the ideas presented in them. 

http://tinyurl.com/lvyh85y 

or: 

http://tinyurl.com/mmxe4yl 

You	  might	  also	  want	  to	  ask	  yourself	  about	  your	  own	  ownership	  of	  your	  own	  education	  in	  this	  thoughtful	  
video:	   

http://tinyurl.com/lejg932 

And, you might be one of these young people wanting to be engaged:  

http://tinyurl.com/mvut22x 

 

As your access to the information world expands, and your daily activities become more 
complex, you may notice that you spend more and more time trying to find things, get organized, 
and just trying to balance everything you need to get done. This is where a personal learning 
environment that you set up will help immensely. Our purpose here is to recommend a structure 
to you with lots of choices and to encourage you to take advantage of the many tools out there 
that help you be in charge and in command. Everyone will have a different way of dealing with 
the information world and by building our own approach and sharing our ideas with friends and 
they with us, we can keep on top of what we would like to accomplish. 

We suggest that you construct four “rooms” that you can access at any time and anywhere 
there is an Internet or smart phone connection. You should be able to access these spaces on 
your own device or on any other device that has access to the Internet. These rooms include: 

● A Portal (a doorway into everything you need right now: school, home, groups, tools, 
and fun) 

● A Personal Learning Network (the people you communicate with in your learning) 
● A Portfolio (a private space where you are storing completed projects, doing 

experimentation and development, and a public space where you are sharing out what 
you want people to know about you when they google you) 

● A Collaborative Workspace (a space both physical and virtual where you are doing 
projects, assignments, investigations, creating or making things whether for school or on 
your own) 

Let’s take a look at the possibilities for each of these four ideas.  It might be helpful to 



brainstorm with a group to look at a range of possibilities for yourself. 

Examples of the idea of personal learning environments: 

● Here is a video definition of a PLE:  http://tinyurl.com/morunj3 
● Another definition of a PLE: http://tinyurl.com/nxkgzmh 
● A teen definition of a PLE: http://tinyurl.com/lhzzavy 
● Here is a student who uses Symbaloo to create her personal learning environment: 

http://tinyurl.com/mobaslw 
Now, let’s take a deeper look at each of the three sections we propose that you consider as you 
build your own. Then, we will provide a few suggestions for you to consider as you get started. 

 

The Portal  

(the first page, opening screen, home page) 

To repeat, the portal is a doorway into everything you need right now: school, home, groups, 
tools, and fun. 

  

  

What is on the main screen of your phone, tablet, or computer that you can use no matter what 
device you have access to? Do you have access with one click or two at the most? Here is a 
starter list. What will keep you organized? 

● A calendar; one that schedules home, school, work, fun 
● School  or organization websites that I need regularly 
● Access to your social media: Instagram, Twitter, Facebook… 
● Apps or tools you use every day 
● The basics; folders that group like things 
● If I don’t need it three or four times a week, it goes on a second screen 
● It changes regularly as my needs change 
● Reminders or lists of priorities or learning goals 

 



Sample Portal Tools 

There are a wide variety of tools to help us get organized and increase our productivity and the 
ones you choose will be those that will work the best on the various devices you regularly use.  
Consider: 
 

● Systems that come with your device such as the first screen on the iPad 
● An organizer tool provided at school 
● Symbaloo 
● Netvibes 
● Feedly 
● A website you create such as a Google Site or Weebly 

 
Whatever tool you principally use, you need to access it at any time from any devices. Check 
out new tools as they appear; ask friends what they use. Don’t be afraid to adopt a new system 
that works better.  As you select tools, you will likely need to consider some of the following 
questions: 
 

● How many information streams can be brought together by the same tool? 
● Can I easily share and save the content I’ve aggregated? 
● Who are the community connected by the tools that I choose? 
● Can I control what information is on my portal and share it with only those I wish to share 

it with? 
● What is public vs. private? Can I have both as I work on the Internet? 
● Is what I am doing already on the Internet public or private? 
● If everything I do at school on their software is open to all school adults, should I set up a 

separate system of my own? 
 
Examples of portals from fellow teens: 

● A young person explains a portfolio and a personal learning environment: 
http://tinyurl.com/mb6jttw 

● Another student talks about his first experiences with building a PLE: 
http://tinyurl.com/mhe5reh 

● Yet one more student explains how his PLE is organized: http://tinyurl.com/ludmo9t 
 
 

The Personal Learning Network  
 
Your Personal Learning Network is all the folks that you communicate with in the course of your 
learning.  The obvious members your PLN are your teachers, but rarely does your network stop 
there.  Where do you go when something that your teacher or textbook says that you don’t 
understand?  Do you talk to your friends?  Do you Facebook the “smart kid” in your class to find 
out what was for homework?  Do you get one of your parents or an older sister or brother to 
help?  Do you zip over to Kahn Academy or YouTube to find a video to explain the concept?  



These people are all members of your PLN. 
 
A useful exercise is to keep track of members of your PLN in a spreadsheet of some sort.   
Make a version of the spreadsheet below for yourself and start to record the members of your 
PLN and then organize them in ways that make sense to you.  You might organize them by 
topic or by the type of communication tool that you use with them.   
 

 
 
Such a list might reflect the people I am communicating right at the moment, but you might 
expand the idea of a PLN far beyond what it is at the moment. Perhaps you already follow 
certain celebrities on Twitter or Facebook, but you could also read and comment on blogs 
written by an expert in a sport you love, or a hobby you are interested in. When you are trying to 
build a robot and realize that you need help, you search out people who might help or even ask 
questions on your own blog and see if someone out there can give you some ideas. Suddenly, 
you begin to realize that there is a whole world out there of people, experts, ideas who are more 
than willing to share what they know with you and in turn appreciate what you know and are 
able to do. In fact, you can take full courses on advanced topics from world experts for free 
using MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) with the idea that you can learn anything you 
want to learn whether you are attending a formal school or not. 
 
As you reach out far beyond home base, there are some obvious questions to ask and consider: 

● What type of person or organization might have the best information for me? 
● Can I trust the sources that I find when doing a search? 
● Will I want to link to opposing ideas and sources to gain a broader perspective? 
● Should I start with sources recommended by friends or just embark out there across the 

world? 
● What should I do if I become uncomfortable with people who who may not have my best 

interest at heart? 
● How can I keep from being hacked or having malware installed on my computer or 

device? 
● Do I really understand the implications of “liking” and “friending” someone? 



● How do I stay safe in a networked world? 
 
Ideas for creating PLNs: 

● First, try this definition of a PLN for adults, but you can get the gist easily: 
http://tinyurl.com/qfgolku 

● Some basic advice: http://tinyurl.com/l6rclef 
 
 

The Portfolio (private and public) 
 
To repeat, a Portfolio is a private space where you are storing completed projects, doing 
experimentation and development, and a public space where you are sharing out what you want 
people to know about you when they google you. 
 
For your private space, you might think of a museum where you are storing projects you have 
done in the past and that you want to use for resumes or to demonstrate a skill you have. This 
space could also include projects that are incomplete that you want to get back to when the time 
allows, or a series of products that are demonstrating sophistication over time.   
 
Examples might include: 

● A portfolio of photos or music you are creating with a goal in mind or a resume you are 
developing. 

● Samples of your poetry, creative writing, or even a book you are writing. 
● Applications to college or some other organizing that require collective work over time. 
● Projects that demonstrate your personal expertise, your ability to do cooperative group 

work, and your contribution to inventive collaborative development. 
 
In your public portfolio space, you allow the world to see your work for enjoyment, comment, to 
with a goal in mind. No doubt you have seen work by other teens that have gone viral on the 
web or stand out as demonstrations of what they know and can do. Young people are creating 
successful businesses, being discovered as musicians or artists, making a difference in various 
world causes, making new inventions that solve problems.  What can you show off? 
 
 
Questions to pose: 

● If I really want to put my work out to the public, how do I claim ownership of music, art, 
photography, writing or other materials that I or my group create? In other words what is 
intellectual property and copyright? And, how would I claim this ownership? 

● Is it really possible to get something about me off the Web? 
● What if someone has distorted, changed, or claimed as their own something of mine on 

the web? 
 
Examples of portfolio items from fellow teens 
 



● An African teen from Sierra Leone visits M.I.T. and shows off his own invention:  
http://tinyurl.com/ctvk7km 

● A group of teens worked on a distracted driving project: http://tinyurl.com/kjaldcl 
● A group of entrepreneurial teens show the toy they invented: http://tinyurl.com/n4uwqp8 
● A Figian student comes to the U.S. to deepen his education and gives an example of a 

major investigation: http://tinyurl.com/k85xrqu 
● Here is a high school student on stage with a conference presenter describing how her 

portfolio has helped her: http://tinyurl.com/mhqhdlw 
 
 

My Collaborative Work Space 
 
To repeat, a collaborative workspace is a space both physical and virtual where you are doing 
projects, assignments, investigations, creating or making things whether for school or on your 
own. 
 
It is the place where you are doing much of your own work and work with a group either at 
school or across the world. And, you will need all the tools you use to be handy even if they are 
repeats of some of the tools in your portal. 
 
Some examples might help you get started: 

● A personal or group science project you are doing for school could be organized in a wiki. 
● A project with an organization outside of school such as working on hunger, exploring 

with others using a new telescope could be housed in a Google document. 
● A project you are creating by yourself or a group such as composing music in online 

music notation software. 
● A book discussion group could happen in Goodreads.  
● Movie reviews could occur in a personal blog  
● A club project creating robots or a hovercraft could occur in Autodesk or another online 

CAD program 
● Connecting to experts around the world through their blogs where you are commenting 

regularly. 
● Websites or newsfeeds that you want to access regularly could be organized in a single 

RSS reader. 
● Presentations can could be built in any number of production tools from WeVideo for 

creating videos, Google Sites for website creation, or Prezi for slide presentations. 
● Links to libraries, databases, makerspaces, information sources, or favorite websites can 

be housed in social bookmarking tools such as Diigo or Delicious. 
● A front page of your PLE might be used to organize current projects and tools and a 

second page for other tools that you use less frequently. 
● A business your are creating by yourself or with a group or an App or invention you are 

working on could be housed in your PLE. 
● Projects you are submitting for competitions, contests, or exhibitions can be stored in 

your PLE or shared publicly through it. 



● A “room” where I am trying to become an expert on a topic, a skill, and where I can 
lodge all the tools, resources, a log of my progress, and connections I need to keep 
going.  You can think of this as a giant hyperlinked notebook.   

 
Sample tools you might include in your Personal Learning Network and workshop 
 
There are literally hundreds of tools that you can select from that will increase your productivity 
and help you be creative. There are new and better tools appearing and disappearing regularly, 
so you have to think about where your work is going to be stored, backing up your work, having 
it available at any time of day or night on a preferred device, and archiving items you don’t want 
to lose.  
 
You will want to include tools that you can use collaboratively with a group at the same time  
such as a Google document or presentation where several or many peers can be writing, 
creating, commenting, editing, and polishing all at the same time. 
 
You will also want to select tools that allow you to control who can participate, comment, or view 
the developing or finished work. At some point, you will want to allow peers, family or teachers 
into your work but only on a selective basis. 
 
Popular tools include: 

● Google Drive 
● Animoto; Glogster 
● Garageband 
● Netvibes 
● Livebinders 
● Evernote 
● Mindmeister 
● PiratePad / TitanPad 

 
Thinking about which tools you need to use in your PLE is not simply as easy as using whatever 
your friends are using or whatever seems to be new and popular.  Certainly, if your friends are 
part of your PLN, then using what they use will make work and communication with them easier 
but there are a number of things you might want to consider when choosing a tool to add to your 
PLE.  Here are some some questions to get you started: 
 

● Who currently uses the tool that I’m thinking about using?  Does it have a large user 
base?  Are members of my PLN already on it?  

● How long has this tool been around and is it likely to be around for some time into the 
future? 

● Does the tool cost money?  How much?  Is it a one-time payment or an ongoing 
subscription?  Are there any hidden costs? 

● Does the tool actually do what I need it to do?  Can offer me services that I hadn’t 
thought of?   



● Does it connect well with tools already in my PLE?  Can I save work from one tool and 
share it or work with it in another tool? 

● How private is my personal data and my work?  Who owns my work?  Some tools have 
clauses in their terms of use agreement that you must sign that allows the owner of the 
tool to use your work, your name or your photo without telling you.   

● How do I get help with the tool when I need it?  Does the company that created the tool 
have a good support system?  Are my friends, teachers or others in my PLN already 
using the tool and able to help me?   

● Where does my information and work live: on my machine or in “the cloud?”  Can I 
backup my work or save it to my own machine?   

● Do I feel safe in the community surrounding the tool?  Do I have control over who can 
contact me or am I openly available to anyone in the community?  Do I know what to do 
if I get in an uncomfortable situation with another user of the tool? 

● What are the restrictions on how I use the tool?  If some of my work turns into a 
business, do I need to change tools or start paying a fee?  Are there certain things that I 
can or cannot post using the tool? 

 
Examples of collaborative work spaces from fellow teens: 
 

● High School students explain how they do project work to their teacher librarian, Buffy 
Hamilton. http://tinyurl.com/29emvzw 

● This presentation explains a project being done and a mentor who is helping: 
http://tinyurl.com/l5zqcx2 

● If Students Designed Their Own Schools, Youtube by chazyvr.  These teens actually 
create their own curriculum and learn various skills as they solve their unique essential 
questions. http://tinyurl.com/c5389ke 

● TED talk:  My Invention That Made Peace with the Lions, by Richard Turere.  Richard is 
a 13-year-old Maasai boy who developed an invention to help his family and then others 
deal with the threat of lions, and he speaks here at a TED conference.  Inspiring! 
http://tinyurl.com/mqvhvmf 

 
 

 
Getting Started and Making Progress 

 
 
You might be wondering how to use your talent to become an independent learner or a creator 
or an inventor, or just someone who stands out from the crowd. We think that creating your own 
personal learning environment is a step in that direction.  It is a place not just to get organized 
and connected with others, but to realize your potential; try, fail, persist, and demonstrate who 
you really are and want to become. It is a place where you cannot only do what is required of 
you in school, but where you can take command of what you know and are able to do. 
 
You can get started today by heading to QuickMOOC.com and taking part in the PLE course.  



This is an open-ended resource where you can see further examples of tools and what others 
are doing, engage in discussions with others and earn badges or certificates for your work.  To 
log in to ple.quickmooc.com, readers of this article can use the username: audit and the 
password: winter2014.  You might also talk to your school’s Teacher Librarian and ask them 
what they know about Personal Learning Environments and how to set one up.  Remember that 
a good PLE is always evolving.  As tools come and go, you will find yourself adding and 
subtracting them from your environment.  Your interests and needs will change and your PLE 
will change to reflect this.  You will also evolve as you think about how you think and organize 
yourself and again, your PLE will change.  Dive in and start taking control of your own learning! 
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