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Having spent 15 years teaching philosophy and ethics in both state and independent
schools, running two academics departments in the process, Rebecca is currently
undertaking PhD study at UCL Institute of Education, Knowledge Lab .
She has also been appointed as Head of Digital Character Education at Cheltenham College.
Prior to this her interest in the philosophy of education and digital pedagogy led her to spend
a year as Research Associate in the Digital Ethics Lab, the University of Oxford, Internet
Institute.
Over her time as a teacher, she has been interested to see the infiltration of technology into
every area of life noting the way society's relationship with knowledge and self expression
has rapidly changed and developed.
Her PhD study considers the possibility of the Socratic injunction to “Know Thyself” in a
technological age saturated by social media; asking questions of the different expression
and development of self in an online world. Her role at Cheltenham College dovetails with
this, combining Character Education and the digital world – seeking ways to develop young
people’s “character” when making positive decisions online.
Follow Rebecca
Twitter: @beki_mace
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SOLE : Self Organised Learning Environments
Schools in the Cloud: Cloud Lab Schools

How to set up a SOLE
Build your SOLE

Hint

Computers with large
screens are better as
they help facilitate
group work. They also
make the students’
work more visible
which helps you see
what they’re doing.

Internet
Access

A whiteboard to write
questions or comments on.

Optional
Webcam

???????

Large sheets of paper and
pens for students to take
notes and to help present

One computer per four
(approx) students.
Limiting the number
of computers ensures
peer learning and
collaboration which is an
essential aspect of the
SOLE experience.

Sugra Mitra, Professor of Educational Technology at Newcastle University, believes the days
of traditional schooling are numbered. Instead he imagines a future where children teach
themselves. Made famous by his Hole in the Wall experiment, in which he put ATM style
computers in public areas in India (aka Slum Dog Millionaire), he believes when young
people are given the right tools and encouragement an innate sense of wonder can allow
them to learn almost anything from one another.
Since 2014 Schools in the Cloud has launched five learning in the cloud lab schools in both
India and in the North West of England. The concept of Self Organised Learning Environment
revolves around the idea of groups of children, with minimal supervision, essentially teaching
themselves. SOLE are structured, three-phase, learning sessions – question (5 minutes),
investigation (40 minutes), review (10-20 minutes). It involves group work (groups of roughly
four students), each with access to a computer. The students are supported and encouraged
by an online team of retired teachers (or ‘Grannies’) via webcams. The mediators, or
‘Grannies’ help to inspire curiosity, but also aid with language development, spelling, search
skills and reading. The assist the children in developing skills that allow them to answer the
questions more easily, they do not ‘teach’ them. These classrooms are basically broadband,
collaboration and encouragement put together.
Anyone can create a SOLE classroom (you don’t have to have the Grannies!), or, they could
be run as a weekly lesson within the context of a more traditional timetable. Students are
posed Big Questions that they need to find out the answer to independently. Big Questions
are the ones that don’t have an easy answer. They are often open and difficult; they may even
be unanswerable. The aim of them is to encourage deep and long conversations, rather than
finding easy answers. These questions encourage children to offer theories, work
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collaboratively, use reason and think critically.
“A good Big Question will connect more than one subject area: “What is an insect?” for
instance, does not touch as many different subjects as “What would happen to the Earth if
all insects disappeared?” Some questions are ambiguous, some precise, some
light-hearted, and some poignant. They can tie in with what the children are learning at
school, come from their everyday experiences, or be something completely new”.
By asking children to explore a Big Question using the Internet and their ability to work
together, schools will be fostering intellectual curiosity and critical thinking skills. The
environments are purposefully chaotic and learning happens spontaneously.
Although the reliance on technology as a search tool is contemporary, this is not an entirely
new approach to inquiry-based learning, but rather, one that the majority of teachers will feel
comfortable about deploying in some form. Socrates 2500 years ago would ask carefully
chosen questions to groups of young men in the agora, let them think, discuss, then come
back with a critique. And, since then there have been centuries of teachers working with
groups by answering questions with Socratic Circles and seminars. In the early 1900s Kurt
Koffka explored this area, then Kurt Lewin in the 20s-40s, Morton Deutsch in the 40s-50s,
David and Roger Johnson in the 60s. Vygotsky, Bandura, Murray, Tjosvold have also all
written positively on Inquiry Based Learning. Most teachers will already be employing
something similar in their classrooms already, so this is simply a way of formalising this
approach into a timetabled slot. Furthermore, it could be perceived as perhaps more free-ing
by having it as a standalone lesson, as the Big Questions would not have to be content /
knowledge based or directly curriculum lead.

Watch a SOLE classroom in action (from 17:26mins)
https://www.ted.com/talks/sugata_mitra_build_a_school_in_the_cloud/transcript?language=e n
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Concerns:
Leaving students ‘alone’ with a computer might not feel like a good idea to many teachers.
However, research seems to indicate that the size, and therefore visibility, of the screen that
they are using to search for information impacts on how sensibly it is used. Furthermore,
some schools have screens that can be overseen and ‘locked’ remotely if / when they are
used inappropriately on top of this the usual filter systems will also play a role in policing
internet use. If there is a sense in which they might be ‘seen’ the majority of students will be
able to police themselves. On top of this, mixing the genders and personality types within
the groups can also help with regards to behaviour management, or perhaps just having a
teacher in the room who is simply there to keep an eye on things, rather than help directly
with the task, might be an option. Additionally, it is really important that the quality of what is
produced should be rigorously upheld. Substandard, or non-existent work should not be
acceptable, just as in any other subject. These are issues of pupil management though, as
opposed to learning, therefore schools will already have a range of strategies they can
deploy.

Rules of the Game

1) Students are given a big
question or are challenged
to think of their own

2) Students choose their
own groups and can
change groups at any time

4) Students can explore
in any direction that they
choose: there may be no
single right answer

5) Groups are expected to
present what they have
learned at the end
of the session

3) Students can move
around freely, speak to
each other and share ideas

Link to the SOLE toolkit
https://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/school-in-the-cloud-production-assets/toolkit/SOLE
_Toolkit_Web_2.6.pdf
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