The Ps Framework: Mapping the landscape for the
PROJECT X project

The already complex task of effectively using educational technology within universities is
becoming more difficult as the shifting educational technology landscape brings into question
mary current institutional structures, practices and policies. This paper introduces the Ps
Framework a descriptive theory intended to reduce the complexity associated with making
decisions within this changing landscape. The Ps Framework helps map owrtgmgh
landscape within a particular organization, identify the diverse perspectives that exist and
consequently aid decision makers better understand the large amounts of complex and
uncertain information involved in such decisions. The value of thedPsdwork is

illustrated by using it to make sense of the landscape faced by the PROJECT X project. This
project aims to investigate, encourage and enable the use of social media, in the form of
personal learning environments, to supplement and improvéngxagiplications of

educational technology at UNIVERSITY X.
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Introduction

The organisational implementation of educational technology can be viewed, and is increasingly being
treated by universities, as énformation systems implementation project. Such projects are rarely
considered an unqualified success. Jamieson and H{@806)suggest that there is are direct relationships
between decisions made in the-prgplementation phase of an information systems projeetfactors
considered in those decisions and the project outcomes. Bad decisions duringrtimeprentation phase
result in poor project outcomes. During the-pnplementation phase of an information systems project the
decision makers are faced Wwilecisions that involve a high volume of information, are incredibly
complex, and are associated with a high degree of uncerfaamjeson & Hyland, 2006peveral
researchers have found that the more complex a decision, the more likely that both individual and corporate
decision nakers will describe their decisions as being based on inéBanhister & Remenyi, 1999)

Making decisions around the implementation of educational technology witimiversity is difficult and
requires assistance.

A framework offers new ways of looking at a phenomena and provides information on which to base
sound, pragmatic decision makifidishra & Koehler, 2006)Taxonomies, mdels, classification schema
and frameworks are defined as theories for analysing, theories which offer descriptions and analysis of the
salient attributes of and relationships between phenomena, they aid underdi@neljiay, 2006)The
development of taxonomies, models and frameworks is quite common in most disciplines. Examples from
the educational tdnology field include:
t  the 4Es conceptual mod@ollis, Peters, & Pals, 20013nd
A model to predict the acceptance of ICT innovations by an individual within an educational context.
This model proposes that an individual's acceptanedwdational ICT innovations is based upon four
concepts: environment, effectiveness, ease of use and engagement.
1 the ACTIONS mode{Bates, 2005)
Which provides guidance to the process of selecting a particular educational technology by drawing on
7 canponents: Access, Costs, Teaching and learning, Interactivity anttieseltiness,
Organisational issues, Novelty and Speed.

The implementation of educational technology within a university is a design prottenformulation of

the initial state int@n effective representation is crucial to finding an effective design so(\tieher,

2003) How an organization conceptualises the design problem will significantly influence how it answers
the questions of how, why and with what outcomes. There is a need for help in understanding this problem



space that provides thiferent actors involved with a way to share and negotiate meanings across
disciplinary and cultural differencg¢€asey, Proven, & Dripps, 2006)

This type of assistance is required by UNIVERSITY X since it has allocated $500,000 to the PROJECT X
project.The ultimate aim of the project, as expressed in the proposal, is to provide students with
mechanisms to support learner autonomy andregliilation within a personalised learning space. Given

the limitations of the proposal process, the limited share@nstanding amongst stakeholders about the
project, and the large amount of uncertain, complex and often contradictory information associated with the
project, it is difficult to see how the appropriate people can effectively discuss the project, lehakene
pragmatic and effective discussions.

This paper introduces the Ps Framework as a tool that can help make explicit the understandings of a range
of important concepts, which impact upon the implementation of educational technology. The paper
suggestshat the Ps Framework is a useful tool for helping the diverse stakeholders involved in such a
project to effectively share and negotiate their meanings and subsequently generate new ways of looking at
phenomena and identify information on which to makensl and pragmatic decisions. The Ps Framework
helps people map out and locate themselves within the landscape of educational technology and identify
potential future directions.

The paper starts by giving an overview of the Ps Framework and its sevparemts. The majority of the
paper uses the PROJECT X project to illustrate how the Ps Framework can be used to make explicit a
representation of the existing situation. This is achieved by drawing on a range of literature to develop
conceptualisations dive of the seven components of the Ps framework. The aim is not to suggest that this
is the most appropriate or exhaustive representation of the problem space. Instead, the aim is to
demonstrate the value of developing such representations in orderderpdiit the almost certain
differences in conceptions between stakeholders which will impact upon detiglong. This is of

particular importance to the PROJECT X project as the representation described below is significantly
different to that generlgl used by those attempting to implement new forms of educational technology
within universities. The paper closes with some brief conclusions and suggestions for future work.

The Ps Framework

As a descriptive theory the Ps framework is proposed ad mtbelping decision makers make some sense
of the complexity, uncertainty and large amount of, often contradictory, information they must grapple with
in order to make a decision around the organisational adoption of educational technology. The seven
components of the Ps framework identify many (any claim to exhaustive coverage would require additional
research) of the important factors to be considered in such decisions. The seven components of the Ps
framework are:
1. Purpose;
What is the purpose or reasfum the organization in adoptinglearning or changing how it
currently implements-&earning? What does the organization hope to achieve? How does the
organization conceptualise its future and hele@aning fits within it?
2. Place;
What is the nature dhe organization in which-lparning will be implemented? What is the social
and political context within which it operates? How is the nature of the system in wieaining
will be implemented understood?

3. People;
What type of people and roles existinghin the organization? What are their beliefs, biases and
cultures?

4. Pedagogy;

What are the conceptualisations about learning and teaching, which the people within the place
bring to elearning? What practices are being used to learn and teach? Wiietggrenight they
like to adopt? What practices are more appropriate?
5. Past experience;
What has gone on before witHearning, both within and outside of this particular place? What



worked and what didn't? What other aspects of previous experience particular institution
will impact upon current plans?

6. Product; and
What type of "systems" or products are being considered? What is the nature of these products?
What are their features? What are their affordances and limitations?

7. Process.
What are theharacteristics of the process used to choose how or what will be implemented? What
process will be used to implement the chosen approach?

The relationship between the seven components can be explained as starting with purpose. Some event or
reason willrequire an organization to change the way in which it suppdereing. This becomes the
purposeunderlying gprocessused by the organization to determine hpmw¢esg and what it froduct)

will change. This change will be influenced by a range abfadncluding: characteristics of the

organization and its contextlace); the nature of the individuals and cultures withirpgdple; the
conceptualisations of learning and teachipgdagogy held by the people and the organization; and the
historical precedents both within and outside the organisatiast @xperiencg. This is not to suggest that

there exists a simple linear, or even hierarchical, relationship between the components of the Ps
Framework. The context of implementing educational teldgy within a university is too complex for

such a simple reductionist view.

Having briefly introduced the Ps Framework and its individual components most of the remainder of this
paper seeks to illustrate how the Ps Framework can be used to infornifia gpeject. Given space

limitations it is not possible to examine all 7 of the components of the Ps Framework. The two components
not considered here are past experience and pedagogy. These two were not included as readers of
ASCILITE papers are likelyo be more familiar with these than some of the other components.

As mentioned previously, the following is not meant to be an exhaustive or definitive representation of the
Ps Framework for the PROJECT X project. Instead it is meant to make explitinkiag of one of the
relevant stakeholders and serve as a starting point for additional discussion, which will eventually lead to
decisions about how to implement the PROJECT X project. In a previous(Pa&pson, 2008an attempt

was made to draw on an early version of the following representation as a starting poafdomthation

of a design theory for the PROJECT X project.

Product

A key task which decision makers associate with the notion of product is an attempt to gain a consensus
understanding of what the product is and what it may mean for the institutionufirkat characteristics of

the PLE concept make this very difficult. This is, in part, because there remains a diversity of
interpretations of what a PLE ($ohnson & Liber, 2008)t is made increasingly difficult because PLEs

can be seeas a new approach to the use of technologies for leafatagll, 2007) and, perhaps even a
different paradigm for learninglones, 2008; McLoughlin & Lee, 2007hese significant differences

make it difficult to coeeptualise what a PLE should be, what might be the most appropriate form of a PLE
and what impacts might it have.

This is particularly true if decision makers move beyond limited conceptualisations of educational
technology that view educational techrpfaasfixed, neutral and independent of context. Such narrow
conceptualisations of what technology is, how it has effects and how and why it is implicated in social
change results in technology being taken for granted or assumed to be unprol§fertikdievski &

lacono, 2001)Broad conceptualisations see technology as one of a number of components of an emergent
process of change where the outcomes are indeterminate because they are situationally and dynamically
contingen{Markus & Robey, 1988)0ngoing change iso solely Otechnology ledO or solely
Oorganisational/agency drivenO, instead change arises from a complex interaction among technology,
people and the organizati¢Marshall & Gregor, 2002)Technology will tend to serve the go#iat

motivate the people guiding its design and use and is most likely to reinforce old systems than break new
paths(Lian, 2000)



The level of uncertainty around the PLE notion makes itentikely that decision makers seek to apply
existing perspectives to the new concept. Consequently, it has proven useful to specifically address the
question of what a PLE is not. Answers given include:

1 APLE is not made up of a single tool.

! The PLE is nospecified, owned or hosted by the university.

t  The PLE will not be common across all students.

1 A PLE may not necessarily involve the use of information and communication technologies.

! The PLE will not be a replacement or duplication of the institutits@hing management system.

It is common for the notion of a PLE to be positioned as a replacement for the LMS modkhiofirg.

The PROJECT X project has had to make a specific decision to emphasise the role of PLEs as a
counterpoint (in the musicaésse where two or more very different sounding tunes sound harmonious
when played together) to the institutional LMS. This is due to a local condition where the selection of an
open source learning management system as the institution's sole LMS is aati@join the current
institutional strategic plan. Within this context it is important that the application of PLEs are seen to
supplement and not compete with the institutional LMS. This local adaptation, which can be seen as a
guestionable applicatioof the PLE concept, is an example of how different change trajectories can arise
out of interactions between technology, people and the organization.

While a PLE need not necessarily involved the use of ICTs, the PROJECT X project will make significant
use of the underlying philosophy, affordances and services provided by social software and Web 2.0. It will
seek to leverage these capabilities to supplement the institutional LMS and attempt what Green et al
(2005)have identified as necessary "the logic of education systems should be reversed so that the system
conforms to the learner, rather than the learner to the systeméniteasis for the PROJECT X project
becomes not on how UNIVERSITY X can provide the tools, but on how UNIVERSITY X can support the
tools that learners already make use of. Where both students and staff are considered learners.

It is not uncommon for decisns around educational technology to descend very quickly into a focus on
selecting a product. A potential consequence of this product focus can be seen in the almost universal
adoption of just two different commercial LMSes by the Australian higher édncsctoi{Coates, James,
& Baldwin, 2005) Equally, the recent and growing trend towards open séeaceing management
systems can also be seen as an extension of this faddish emphasis on product. A situation where the
overwhelming "proof" provided by a broader community's rush towards a particular product is seen to
make unproblematic the accompanyingensitivity to contextual nee@Swanson & Ramiller, 2004)
Personal Learning Environmer{stwell, 2007) social softwaréMcLoughlin & Lee, 2007)and elearning
2.0(Downes, 2005¢ould easily end up as being just the latest in a lineledming related fads unless
more consideration is given to contextual needs.

In summay:

! The "PLE product" is not owned, specified or provided by the university.

' Each learner makes their own decisions about the collection of services and tools that will form their
"PLE Product".

I The University needs to focus on enabling learners to matenefl choices between services and
tools and on conforming institutional services with learners' chosen services and tools.

! The PLE work will act as a counterpoint to existing and new investments in enterprise systems by
combining them with the student4' s in order to provide previously unavailable services.

I The final nature of the PLE product and its relationship with the institution will emerge from the
complex interaction between technology, people and the organization.

People

The fundamental aim dhe PROJECT X project, like most other applications of educational technology, is
to improve the quality of learning and teaching. Argming message from the study of educational
technologies is that it is not the provision of features but their adohiad really determines their

educational valuéCoates et al., 2005 7he most accurate measure afyatem's success may lie within the
realms of user acceptance and (#mes, Cranston, Behrens, & Jamieson, 2(D&yelopetbased



implementation processes assume that a superior product will be automatically attractive to and used by
potential adopters whereas adogiased theories seek to undanst the social context, its participants and
the social function of the innovatigdones & Lynch, 1999)n this project the potential adopters are the
students and staff of the institution. The perceptions and beliefs oftod#mss and staff will play a
significant role in the success of this project.

Teaching staff, as knowledge workers, have considerable autonomy about how they perform tasks and
often can and do resist the imposition of changes to ro{itorees, Gregor, & Lynch, 20P3n order to

change the way teaching staff approach teaching it is necessary, and likely very difficult, to change their
conceptions of teaching and learnifigigwell & Prosser, 1996)The expectations and values of students
place a similar constraint on innovatigiutton, Cheong, & Park, 2004)he use of threats and promises in
an attempt to compel behaviour tends to induce camouflage or confor(Baeeden, 2002)Behaviours,
which give the appearance of compliance but without necessarily doing so in an effective way.

Some suggest that the affordances of Web 2.0 technologigdéen opportunity to move away from the
highly-centralised industrial model of learning towards achieving individual empowe(Meboughlin &

Lee, 2007)However educators are likely to use the technology to do things thdthvegyhave always

been done, but with new and more expensive equip(@ertton & Loader, 2002)When faced with large
amounts of nevinformation human beings do not make rational, logical decisions, instead they match the
patterns in that information with those from their own experience or that of their collgtioerden,

2002) The limitations this imposes creates problems with traditional requirements analysis practices used
in information technology projects. These practices seek to generate esbhsist of user requirements

from people who have not been able to use the new systems and consequently must rely on existing
patterns generated through previous practice and only the vaguest understanding of the potentials of the
new product.

Like mod universities UNIVERSITY X is faced with the problem identified by Ramgd888)of

significantly increasing student numbers and increasing numbers of those students who are no longer
sufficiently gifted and motivated enough to survive teaching of limited quality. This makes the task of
teaching more difficult at the same time as there being less incentive to teach well and there are increasing
demands for quality from the custonf®amsden, 1998At the same time students are dealing with

increasing demands on their time and consequently have less time to cope with changes tioezpeaa
practice that would be required due to widespread adoption of stoeleinéd or lifelong learnind-here

are concerns that many students may struggle to make this change without external adsistgwoeth,

2002)

In summary:

! The PLE project will fail if learners (both staff and students) do not adopt the concept.

I People are not rational decision makers. Reomake decisions based on pattern matching of their
personal or collective experience.

! There is little value in asking people who have limited experience with a new paradigm or technology
what they would like to see or do with the technology.

! The projecfocus should be on understanding, working with and extending the expectations of the
participants with the specific conditions of the local context.

! A particular emphasis must be on providing the scaffolding necessary to prepare learners for the
significart changes that may arise from the PLE concept.

Process

The process used to manage most implementations of educational technology within tertiary institutions is,
or at least claims to be, purpose driven. Such teleological design processes startsgitinthef an

ultimate purpose and spend the rest of the design process attempting to efficiently achieve this pre
determined purpoggones & Muldoon, 2007Kenny(2002)identifies the conflict between this classical
"project managment" approach and the way teaching staff traditionally work and connects this back to the
lack of distinction made between different types of projects. Table 1, adapted from (R668Y outlines

four different types of organisational activity.



Table 1: Characteristics offour categories of organisational activity (adapted from(Kenny, 2002)

Characteristics Descriptions

Category One Strategic Projects with high to very high levels of uncertaint
Broad radical change or innovation  [and wide organisational impact.

Category Two Projects with high to very high levels of uncertainty but low
Localised radical change ariovation [organisational impact.

Category Three Projects with low levels of uncertainty but wide organisation
Broad incremental change or continuofimpact.

improvement

Category Four Projects with low levels of uncertainty and low organisation
Localised incremental change or impact.

continuous improvement

The adoption of PLEs entails a radical shift in how educational technology is used, in how the organization
functions and in the ethas educatiorn(Atwell, 2007) This change in the ethos of education typically

involves a significant move towards lifelong learning, which typically represents a paradigm shift
(Longworth, 2002) This suggests that the PROJECT X project falls under Ke(2902)categories one

or two, it involves radical change of some sort. Such projects, which involve highsle§reeertainty or
change, need to be managed differently than more routine pr{{ecisy, 2002)

Kenny(2002)identifies a number of key success factors for projects involving radical change including:
exploration of many ideas; use of open communication and idea sharing; project aims based on broad
strategic goals; micro scheduling and planning are not suitable; flexibility to adapt to change; and project
accountability that places emphasis on progress and learning. Similar ideas are encompassed by the notion
of ateleological design processes discussedones and Muldoof2007) Kurtz and Snowde(2007)

describe naturalistic or social complexity design approaches which works by focusing on starting
conditions, catalysing and facilitating interactions between individuals and communities and then nurturing
the emergent patterns which are positive.

In summary,

1 Classic, structured project management practices are completely inappropriate for the PROJECT
project.

! An approach based on ateleological or naturalistic design is likely to be more appropriate.

' Project aims should be based on broad strategic aims and place emphasis on organisational learning.

Purpose

A traditional design process starts witle testablishment of a fixed purpose, a clear goal of what is
required. For management it is necessary to have a clear view of the change intended by introducing
educational technologiKlink & Jochems, 2003)Clarity of purpose around the role of an LMS within an
institutional learning and teaching framework is seen as necessary to ensure good gopéfisante

Quealy, 2006)The key success factors identified by Kef2902)and described above suggests that this
approach is inappropriate to projects involving radical change. It has been argued that this fixed purpose
approach to-4earning within universities significaly limits flexibility and choice of learners and learning
(Jones & Muldoon, 2007An alternative is not to have any gieed purpose, but instead to engage in an
open process that places an emphasis on collédorélexibility and negotiation around needs and issues

of the local context and participants underpinned by and emphasis on progress and learning and the need to
achieve a broad strategic ggidenny, 2002)



The host institution of the PROJECT X project has recently undergone a mhjanding exercise which
has resulted in a new tag line "Be what you want to be" and an accompanying emphasis on customisation
and flexibility as illustrated by the following message on the institutional web site

UNIVERSITY X interacts in a customized w&y your individual requirements. Not all
universities can say that and few can say it with confidence. We can.
http://content. UNIVERSITY X.edu.au/FCWViewer/view.do?page=6588

The broadstrategic aim of the PROJECT X project is to enable and support the claims embodied in the
institution's new brand.

In summary,

I The project will not have any fixed tfpont purpose.

! The project will focus on responding to local contextual needs.

! The oveall purpose of the project is to support the institutions new brand.

Place

The context within which a project takes place has significant impact on what is appropriate and what
might work. In the Ps Framework the place component consists of two breauf fattors: organisational

and societal. Organisational factors arise from the nature of the organization and its cultures, aims,
processes and capabilities. Societal factors arise from the social, political and even geographical context
within which theorganization operates.

Forces for change in the external environment in which universities operate have been a focus of attention
of many authors for a number of yearhese forces include: increased access and growth in participation,
reduction in pulic funding, increased costs, increased calls for accountability in outcomes and subsequent
arguments around autonomy, the changing nature and growth of knowledge and disciplines,
industrialisation and industrial relations policy, and internationalis§@oaldrake & Stedman, 1999;
Cunningham et al., 2000; M. Green & Hayward, 199TEse forces raise a number of issues for education
systems, in particular how best to adapt such systems to the changes in teeawaioic landscape and
provide the best educational opportunities and outcqkgight, Knight, & Teghe, 2006)

The temency towards fads and fashiqiBrnbaum, 2000; Pratt, 2005; Swanson & Ramiller, 2G0+4)

often accompanied by a lack of understanding or emphasis on the importance of sensitivity towards
contextual needé&Swanson & Ramille 2004) The definition of how information technology can create
value for an organization is largely dependent upon how the organization views itself. Soh and Markus
(1995)identify at least three different perspectives on how organizations view themselves (rational, goal
seeking entities, coalitions of power constitiescentities converting scarce resources into valued
outputs) and three corresponding ways of measuring performance.

There has been inadequate recognition of the inherent differences in organisational cultures, academic
cultures, education and trainingifpsophies, and teaching and learning values and traditions within

different cultural groupéCalder, 200Q)A critical strategy for effective-karning is to recognise the

different cultures of learning among and within organizat{twes, 2003) The many parties involved

magnify traditional problems of politiceyanagement expectations, hidden agendas, disruption to the

balance of power, technical concerns and differences in cultural (@uegor, Jones, Lynch, & Plummer,

1999) The notion of best practice, or the most appropriate way to solve a problem, is composed and framed
by the varied perceptions and aspirations of the multiple stakeholdeukutes that constitute an

organization such as a universfhuck, Jones, McConachie, & Danaher, 2004)

The application of best practices implies that it is possible to identify atily @ogood way of doing

something and that employees can be successfully encouraged to follow that practice. This type of
approach is only possible in simple contexts that are stable and where cleaanzbeffect relationships

are easily discerniblgnovden & Boone, 2007)Most of the situations and decisions in organizations are
complex because major change introduces unpredictability and flux. This makes the notion of best practice



and traditional approaches to project management involvingd#l pans are inappropriate. Instead, the
organization needs to allow solutions to emerge by probing with safe fail projects and subsequently
encouraging successful patterns while discouraging those that are less su¢seesfden & Boone,
2007)

In summary:

! The project must engage with and effectively respond to societal issues without sacrificing an
emphasis on local contextual issues.

I It must aim to engage and work with the different cultures that make up the institution.

It should use a number of safe faibjects, reinforce those with positive outcomes and kill off those
that are unsuccessful.

Conclusions and future work

Largescale projects involving innovation and educational technology within universities require decisions
based on complex, uncertand contradictory information. Mapping out the landscape for such project is
difficult and often involves many diverse perspectives. Within this environment reaching sound and
pragmatic decisions is difficult. Mechanisms to help relevant stakeholderekeenplicit their location

within the landscape of educational technology and provide a basis for discussion across disciplinary and
professional cultures should be able to improve the quality of such decisions. This paper has described the
Ps framework iad proposed that it is one such aid.

The paper has illustrated the use of the Ps Framework by developing a single, far from exhaustive,
representation of the landscape for the PROJECT X project. This representation has value in that it
provides a sounddrasis for further consideration about how to proceed with this project. It also highlights

a number of different perspectives on important concepts that underpin the implementation of educational
technology. These perspectives can potentially informredter and hopefully more successful, approaches

to the organisational implementation of educational technology. In particular, this representation suggests a
need to move away from an emphasis on fads and best practices towards approaches that arglgignific
more sensitive to local contextual needs.

This paper represents only the first steps in the development and use of the Ps Framework itself and its use
to generate representations of the PROJECT X project. The Ps Framework, as a theory for adalysis a
description, should be tested for being complete, meaningful, exhaustive and offering a perspective that is
useful and not widely know¢Gregor, 2006)While it appears to be somewhat useful the Ps Framework

has yet to be sufficiently evaluated. In additional further work is required in terms of how to improve the
representation of the Ps framework duv to structure or specify the types and variety of

conceptualisations of each component. More effective representation of the Ps Framework should improve
the utility of the framework to decision makers.

One application of the Ps Framework that maywprinteresting is an examination of the documentation

and discussions around the organisational implementation of educational technology at different

institutions. The aim being to examine which, if any, of the components of the Ps Framework were

discussd and what perspectives of those components were used to inform decision marking. This may
identify the absence of some considerations, identify different perspectives and approaches and also lead to
the discovery of linkages between these consideratiwaggct approaches and project outcomes. Perhaps
providing some insights into whether or ndfferentrepresentations or perspectives on where an

institution is located in the landscape of educational technology and where it wishes to go can improve the
quality of the project outcomes.
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