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The man who put a
second ‘e’ in learning
By Natasha Egan

T

he stretched budgets of
governments across the world
could lead to the dawn of the
learning revolution, says a
leading educator from the UK.
Professor Stephen Heppell, the
chair in New Media Environments
at Bournemouth University’s Centre
for Excellence in Media Practice
(CEMP), said he has always been
optimistic, but is now more so than
ever.
The reason is that when money is
tight, politicians tend to think about
going back to times when education
was simpler, but that is no longer
possible because the world is moving
too fast, he said.
“For the first time, different is
looking like the only game in town
and that’s really important because
we haven’t been doing it very well
before,” Heppell told Education
Review.
“So I’m pretty excited about what
happens next.”
Heppell is in the region for a
number of engagements including
one as a key speaker at Creative
Innovation 2011 in Melbourne next
week (November 16-18).
On opening day he will discuss
whether it really is “the death of
education and the dawn of learning”.
The following day he will talk about
the need to make learning surprising.
Heppell is considered an ICT guru
with 30 years experience working on
large-scale projects specialising in
learning, new media and technology.
The list of his past and present
projects and achievements is long.
He founded then ran e-learning
research centre Ultralab for 25 years,
built an online practice community
linking every UK head teacher;
created an undergraduate work-based
research degree done online called
ultraversity; and set up and ran a
school for 10 years that re-engaged
students excluded from the system.

One of the world’s
most respected
online educators
says it is important
to keep teaching
playful and
prepare students
for the unexpected.

More recently he has been involved
in projects looking at physical
learning space design.
As well as his post at CEMP, where
he supervises PhD students, Heppell
is executive chairman of Learning
Possibilities. The education company
provides e-learning solutions for
schools and is building connected
learning communities across the
globe. He is also Emeritus Professor
at Anglia Ruskin University and a
Visiting Professor at University of
Wales, Newport.
His philosophy is simple. “If you do
projects that astonish the kids, they’ll
astonish you right back.”
Heppell says, “technology lets
us sail a bit closer to the edge” and
regardless of the learner’s age, surprise
and playfulness are key elements of
effective learning.
Routine in education can be pretty
dull and it is poor preparation for the
real world, which is full of surprises,
he said. “When things go wrong, they
go spectacularly wrong. You think
volcanic ash cloud, you think about
the oil disaster,” he said, referring to
the recent oil spill in New Zealand,
where he had just visited. He pointed
out the delay by authorities to act on
the spill.
When students sit for an exam they
hope there are no surprises in the test,
which is often the case, Heppell said.
But he proposed that a better way

would see students excited about a
fresh problem that allowed them the
opportunity to bring some ingenuity
to solving it, like in the real world.
“We’ve got to be able to say, ‘great
here’s a good challenge, what can I
do’?”
He said adding surprise to
teaching and learning was as simple
as “changing things about”, such as
varying the length of time spent on
certain subjects, or connecting with
students of different ages and in
different countries.
“When we put all these restrictions
on education, they get in the way
of the learning... The stuff we just
do because we’ve always done it and
nobody has sat down and thought
about it. And none of that’s to do

If you do projects
that astonish the
kids, they’ll astonish
you right back

with learning it’s to do with just
convenience really, control.”
Playfulness fits in here too because
play is about strategy, teamwork
and keeping things exciting, he
said. “Play is a very important part
of engagement but it’s also very
challenging ... something about play
does surprise you, you have to think
on your feet.”
Heppell highlighted that seven- to
nine-year-olds are usually very playful
in their learning but a few years later
they sit in rows and process rather
than play. In implementing more
play in schools, Heppell suggested
to “start with a slightly more playful
environment, a place that feels a bit
more like a place of delight and a bit
less like a factory.”
But he added it was about strategy
as well, such as “giving children a
challenge to solve together rather than
giving them a task to cover on their
own”.
He said the concept was already
present in most school in things
such as school drama performances
where students of different ages join
together. “Playfulness leads you to
excel rather than just saying, this is
what’s on the exam paper.”
Not surprisingly Heppell doesn’t
think much of high-stakes testing
such as NAPLAN.
He said the research shows it
fails because it “gets in the way
of ingenuity, playfulness and
attainment”. Further he said it doesn’t
actually matter because while students
may reach the targets set down for
them, “when you get learning right,
the scores skyrocket.”
Secondly, when measuring real
outcomes, it wasn’t about which
countries topped the tests but rather
“which country has invented the next
Google”, he said.
At the end of the interview, Heppell
recommended checking out one of his
newer projects, Mumology.net. “I’m
really excited about it, I’m excited
about all of it.” That pretty much
sums Heppell up. n
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