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Social Learning Platforms and the Flipped Classroom

Albin Wallace

Abstract—This paper examines the use of social learning
platforms in conjunction with the emergent pedagogy of the
‘flipped classroom’. In particular the attributes of the social
learning platform “Edmodo” is considered alongside the
changes in the way in which online learning environments are
being implemented, especially within British education. Some
observations are made regarding the use and usefulness of
these platforms along with a consideration of the increasingly
decentralized nature of education in the United Kingdom.
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I. INTRODUCTION

Social learning platforms have a long history in education
although they have been often referred to by many different
names. Their immediate predecessors were the Managed
Learning Environments (MLE) which morphed into Virtual
Learning Environments (VLE), later to be known as learning
platforms before becoming Personal Learning Networks
(PLN). The latest incarnation of these platforms are web-
based interfaces that mirror (and sometimes creatively distort)
the classroom by providing online accessto innovative
collaboration tools in addition to traditional teaching tools
such as tests, revision material and links to external web-
based material. Following the trend of other popular social
networking platforms such as Facebook they in turn have
evolved into online social environments where students and
teachers can communicate and engage in online dialogue in a
safe and secure environment. Although social learning
platforms are seen as tools for enhancing remote learning
they are often also used within the school.

For many years now, use of these online virtual spaces in
primary and secondary education has been determined by
policies, strategies and frameworks that have been
predominantly hierarchical and top-down, and which have
relied heavily on organisational control and power structures
to influence practice within the classroom [1]. Outcomes of
research that evaluates the effectiveness of online platforms
have been mixed [2]. Research by both academics and users
within schools and higher education institutions has provided
inconclusive results regarding educational effectiveness and
organisational efficiencies. The limited, measurable impact
of these platforms has been partially a reflection of the
educational practices behind them. The practices that have
emerged through the use of these online technologies have
often not been coherent with the vision of the organizations
that have mandated their use.
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The emergence of more democratic approaches to
education [3], along with the increasing decentralisation of
educational power in the UK in recent times have revealed
that a great deal of innovative classroom and pedagogical
practice has actually been taking place over a number of
years in our schools despite, rather than because of the
National Strategies. In addition, the recent spontaneous and
viral implementation of flipped classroom pedagogies and
epistemologies has started to infiltrate the mainstream in
British schools. As such, the traditional models of learning
platform implementation are weakening at the same time and
are possibly no longer sustainable in a country where the
focus is rapidly moving away from centralised education
policy towards a greater focus on teacher-led, innovative
classroom practice.

The Education Fellowship (TEF) is a charity sponsoring
academies based in England. It is a rapidly growing group of
schools with both primary and secondary schools within the
English education system. The Education Fellowship takes a
teaching and learning focussed approach towards pedagogy,
curriculum and school improvement, and adopted Edmodo at
an early stage as its suggested social learning platform. The
reasons behind this choice lie with the instructional design
and underlying ontology of the platform itself. Edmodo
embodies a democratic approach with its organisational
structure and takes an educational grassroots approach
towards systems’ development and resource sharing. It has
administrative and organisational functionality ~which
actually reflects the natural rhythms and cultures of school
classrooms. Many TEF teachers are implementing Edmodo
in their teaching and learning design in a way that not only
encompasses and embraces effective, existing models, but
also acts as a catalyst and a driver for change by turning
traditional instructional models on their heads by allowing
children to more actively participate in their learning during
the school day and also out of school. This also promotes the
creation and distribution of information and knowledge in a
wide range of learning contexts. The use of Edmodo in the
classroom has not been a model imposed by TEF, but rather
has been a quiet, educational revolution that has taken place
at the classroom level, led by teachers and students alike.

It is well-established that cultural change in schools is
strongly driven by classroom practice [4] and by teachers
taking control over their own professional space and using
evidence-based, action research models for teaching and
learning. This in turn forms the basis for developing their
learning platforms for instruction, collaboration and
independent learning. Good teachers use Edmodo not just as
an instructional device, but as a tool for both collaboration
and communication. Edmodo provides a framework for
learning that actively promotes and engages the teacher in
risk-taking at both the strategic and tactical levels in the
classroom within the spirit of social networking.
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One of the powerful aspects of social networking and the
social media platforms that support these activities is that
when integrated into effective classroom models, they can
work together to help facilitate a sustained ecological change
in classrooms, helping to raise standards, professionalise
teachers, and motivate students by enabling a viable, high-
quality education that is not just aimed at promoting high
standards in classrooms but also helping to increase levels of
attendance and participation in school activities. The fact that
Edmodo is being used by teachers to create communities of
practice for themselves and children is a highly authentic and
honest reflection of the natural interaction of teachers and
children in the classroom. The best teaching, collaboration
and affinity spaces for teachers are those that have emerged
from the teacher groups themselves.

A good example of this in England is the increasing
prevalence and success of Teachmeets; spontaneous,
democratic unconferences that teachers are using to bring
together like-minded people to share, collaborate and debate
jointly to determine future educational strategies. It is highly
likely that in the world of decentralised education,
educational power will be once more invested in teachers.
The eventual demise of national education strategies has
meant a freeing up of the curriculum and subsequent
empowerment of teachers, putting the locus of control back
with the classroom professional and away from the
centralised policymakers. One might speculate about the
future of centralised education policy. The bureaucratisation
of education is counter-productive when it comes to
continuity of educational practice with national strategies
fragmenting educational theory and distracting teachers from
the core business of teaching.

In a way Edmodo can be seen as a subversive device that
allows teachers to take part in a revolution in the ways in
which classrooms and engagement with students are
structured. The shape of learning may be radicalized and the
way in which teachers and students interact driven by the
influences of social media and their online communities.
The context of Edmodo is not primarily technological. It is
essentially a pedagogical and collaborative communication
system that encourages a move away from an infrastructure-
heavy, technocratic education environment where technology
takes centre stage. The virtual spaces are ones that are
accessible through mobile, personal, portable networked
devices. This will help ensure that the emergent revolution is
one which has a serious, sustainable future, firmly grounded

in popular, contemporary, transient and mutable technologies.

The fundamental impact will be on the way in which we not
just regard education, but the way in which we regard each
other as human beings and the manner in which we interact
and collaborate.

The flipped classroom is an emergent form of teaching and
learning in which students watch instructional videos online
and complete tasks set during lesson time. This pedagogy
allows teachers to spend greater amounts of time tutoring
students in place of lecturing them, benefitting children with
a range of abilities, interests and needs.

The flipped classroom inverts the traditional model of
teaching which has been to assign homework and revision
out of school hours outside school, with class time being
used for didactic instruction and assessments. In flipped
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classroom teaching, the students undertake investigation of
content independently, often using video or other online
media. Classroom time is used by students to undertake set
tasks and do practical work. The teacher tutors the students
as needed, allowing greater pedagogical space and time for
differentiated educational intervention. Edmodo lends itself
extremely well to be a platform through which the flipped
classroom can be delivered, in conjunction with video-based
content from YouTube, Khan Academy, O2 Learn or
generated by the teachers themselves.

The figures within this paper show samples of the Edmodo
communities of practice along with some data from a survey
of 100 teachers’ usage of Edmodo, demonstrating the year
levels in which it was used and the comparative usefulness of
its various features. The flipped classroom emerged from
practice rather than from either theory or policy, and was
quickly adopted within the schools by teachers who observed
the effectiveness of the methodology, rather than being
dictated by the school policy makers. Fig. 1 shows the
rhizomic nature of the spread of the flipped classroom
through the use of Edmodo, with large numbers of teachers
using the technique within a very short period of time.

O @v m — -

& Flipped Classrooms

ANALYSIS

RO A G « RES

The Flipped Classroom

Peer into Aaron Sams’ classroom
as he explains why he flipped his
classroom. Aaron Sams, along
with Jonathan Bergmann were the

The Flipped Classroom Infographic

A new method of

teaching is firstto flip their classes. The
turning the currently teach in Woaodland Park
traditional Colorad

classroom on its

head. (AL sos

Flipped Classroom Part 1
Uploaded by AlabamaEdTechPD
on 2011-09-18.

(AL 159 |

The Flipped Classroom: Turning the
Traditional Classroom on its Head
Many educators are experimenting with the ide: aflipped

classroom model. Find out what it is and why everyone's

Fig. 1. Flipped classrooms.

A deeper trawl of Edmodo reveals high levels of
appropriation by teachers in specific subject areas. By
August 2013, over 100,000 teachers were engaged in the
language arts online community of practice with lively
discussions and debate over the flipped classroom model
and other topics on interest, as seen in Fig. 2.

Amongst many other curriculum areas, social studies
featured prominently too on Edmodo, with over 80,000
teachers worldwide engaging in online discussions. Fig. 3
shows the generosity of spirit amongst teachers within these
communities, with resources being readily and openly
shared. The similarities between Edmodo and Facebook are
evident with threaded discussions going beyond the
traditional discussion forums into a highly personalised and
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focused engagement.
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Fig. 2. Language arts.
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Fig. 3. Social studies.
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Fig. 4. Usage by year level.
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A survey of teachers within The Education Fellowship
revealed the age groups using Edmodo for social learning.
Fig. 4 shows that most usage occurred at Key Stage 2 (ages
8-11), Key Stage 3 (ages 12-14) and Key Stage 4 (ages 10-
11).

With respect to the perceived usefulness of Edmodo
within the flipped classroom, the greatest amount of
usefulness was indicated in the functionalities of posting
messages and sharing folders, with the more performative
functions such as setting assignments, quizzes and polls
proving less popular. The survey results are indicated in Fig.
5.

How useful are the following Edmodo functions?

- Very useful
. Somewhat useful
- ot useful

- Never used

Sharing folders

Sering assignmanis

Setting quizzes

Posting messages Seting polls

Fig. 5. Usefulness.

I1l. CONCLUSION

The flipped classroom and the use of Edmodo exposes
some ontological changes with respect to the use of digital
technologies within education. The artificial duality of the
“real” and online worlds [5] is revealed as being no longer
relevant as the two spaces seamlessly integrate. This is
particularly evident in the way in which video, text and

instruction are balanced both synchronously and
asynchronously according to need and expediency.
Epistomologies also change with knowledge and

understanding achieved through the flipped classroom
challenging preconceptions about the roles of the teacher
and the student and how these relationships become more
complex and complementary in online spaces [6]. The
traditional classroom habitus too is challenged with
teachers’ and students’ sensibilities, dispositions and tastes
being enriched and supported through the ability to more
effectively cater for diverse learning styles, differentiation
and mixed abilities.
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