
 

Digital Learning Resources: Engaging Learners 
 

1 

 
Digital Learning Resources – Engaging Learners 
© Sovereign Hill Museums Association, 2011 
Prepared by Stephanie Rosestone (Education Officer) 
 
Introduction 
Technology is rapidly changing and with each passing year is becoming further 
embedded in our daily lives. It is changing the way we communicate, interact, shop 
and learn. People no longer use the technology simply to consume, they create 
(Johnson, Witchey, Smith, Levine, & Haywood, 2010). 
This has major implications for Museums and cultural organisations, particularly in 
the area of learning, where expectations for learning opportunities to support the 
skills students need to live and work in the 21st Century (DEECD, 2010). Children 
visiting museums in the near future will have never known a world without 
technology (Kelly, 2009). In order to stay relevant and support the needs of our 
future visitors museums need to include contemporary digital technology in the 
services they provide. 
This report will highlight some of the key trends in contemporary learning theory, and 
the use of technology in schools and museums. It will also examine consderations 
museums need to make in order to be successful in the digital sphere. In this new 
landscape, understanding, prepraring and addressing the broad spetrum of digital 
technology is essential to achieving longterm institutional stability (Johnson, Adams, 
& Witchey, 2011).  
 
Digital Learning Resources and Museums 
For the purpose of this report, digital learning resources refer to material for learning, 
both formal and informal, that is presented in a digital format through an online 
platform (on the web) - such as a website, social media site or mobile application 
that can be accessed by devices such as personal computers or internet-enabled 
phones (Smartphones). Digital learning resources differ from web-based promotional 
information in that they are not information portals. However, learning resources 
should be complementary to the functional and promotional information found on the 
standard corporate site. 
The rapid development of new technologies means that digital education resources 
are in a constant state of change. However there are key enduring features that 
represent a fundamental change in how people are engaging with museums through 
digital mediums. In 2001, museums were providing encyclopaedic authoritative 
resources for which they maintained control (Chan, 2011). Now, museums are 
looking at developing digital resources that put the user in control of what information 
they access, how they use and contribute to that information, ways they personalise 
their experience, and with the museum’s authoritative voice for contextual purposes 
only (Chan, 2011).  
Using digital learning resources effectively will provide many beneficial opportunities 
for museums. The contemporary web provides a disconnected museum with an 



 

Digital Learning Resources: Engaging Learners 
 

2 

opportunity to extend their reach and become part of a wider community (Chan, 
2011). Online and digital technology may also be able to help attract and engage 
audiences in the 18-30 year old demographic (Kelly & Russo, 2008).  
To become an effective provider of digital learning resources museums will move 
away from seeing the web as an added extra, a static deliverer of information or a 
threat to physical visitation. A new way of looking at the Web is to see the physical 
museum as a provider of an experience of an object, and the web as a necessary 
partner to provide access to all the related data that is connected to the object 
(Chan, 2011). 
 
Contemporary Learning Theory 
In the new digital landscape the education sector is recognising there is a 
“fundamental change to the learning experience inside and outside the four walls of 
the school” (DEECD, 2010, P.8). Priorities for learning in the future include 
differentiating the provision of learning materials to suit a variety of student needs, 
personalizing learning and a movement towards collaboration and networking 
(Leadbeater, 2005).  
As social and collaborative activities now form the basis for most learning (Kelly, 
2009), schools are looking for new ways create authentic learning experiences for 
their students. Personalised learning allows students who learn differently to 
reengage and achieve more through using a broad range of resources beyond the 
typical school envrionment in a flexible and differentiated way (Leadbeater, 2005). 
Most of these emerging priorities for pedagogy can, in a large part, be achieved 
through the effective use of learning technologies (Leadbeater, 2005). This means 
schools are looking for digital platforms and resources that provide opportunities for 
differentiation, collaboration, creation and publication.  
The Victorian Department of Education and Early Childhood Development recently 
defined their digital learning vision as: 

All teachers and students have access to contemporary technology and 
worldclass digital content with which to create, communicate and collaborate 
locally and globally. Learning is engaging, personalised and authentic to 
enable students to become confident, creative, active and informed citizens of 
the 21st century.” (DEECD, 2010, P.11) 

The DEECD (2010) cited research by BECTA (2007) that illustrated the positive 
impact using digital technology can have on a learning, including: improved attitudes 
towards learning, better opportunities for collaboration and conversation, and 
enriching opportunities for engaging in real-world experiences and global 
perspectives. Also from their research of Web 2.0 programs the Department of 
Education and Early Childhood Development (DEECD [2], 2010) observed a number 
of positive impacts that the technology had on teaching and learning, including: more 
authentic tasks through student-centred learning, publication of student work to 
authentic audiences increased the quality of student work and allowed for more 
meaningful assessment, students were more engaged, and the disadvantages for 
remote schools were mitigated.  
Museums are a key player in this changing approach to learning. Schools and 
teachers are being encouraged to engage with the wider community, particularly 
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cultural organisations (Leadbeater, 2005). Teachers are also being encouraged to 
harness collective intelligences, through accessing the voices of a range of ‘experts’, 
to improve their professional learning as well as learning opportunities for students 
(DEECD, 2009). 
Australian history a distinct and prioritised part of the curriculum, recognised by its 
inclusion in the first four of Australian Curriculum subjects to be implemented in 
schools in 2013. As a key provider of Australian History learning opportunities, 
Sovereign Hill should be ready to address the new curriculum, in line with the new 
priorities for teaching and learning. 
As Tim Sullivan outlined in his article History in the new millennium or problems with 
history? (2011), students a frustrated with history teaching that lacks argument and 
is heavily text-based. Students want greater engagement and memorable 
experiences, this can be achieved visiting historic places and effective use of media 
(Sullivan, 2011). Furthermore, a short site visit can be expanded by the technology, 
given students a variety of free-choice experiences, and thus providing more 
opportunities for the development of historical literacy. Technology aligns with best 
practice in learning theory because it is personal—enabling learners to pursue their 
own interests in their own time; it enables sharing and collaboration with others in the 
same or separate locations in real time; and consumers are also creators of new 
content and new meaning. It can promote historical literacy, critical thinking and 
evaluation of sources, provides multiple perspectives, and opportunities to 
publish(Sullivan, 2008). 
Taking the main points from Lynda Kelly’s Report (Student Learning in Museums: 
what do we know?, 2011) Sovereign Hill can translate some of the ideas to online 
learning, particularly the need for students to be able to discover, interact and 
socialise. 
Learning depends on creative interaction. 

(Leadbeater, 2005, P.5). 
 
Resources in action by learners and teachers 
Students in the 21st century are living and learning differently that their predecessors 
and, as outlined above, schools and teachers are responding to the changes by 
changing how they deliver learning experiences. To understand how to create 
appropriate learning resources, teachers and students need to be asked what they 
use and how. 
Much research has been conducted in the area, including some research specifically 
relevant to museums. Kelly ([2], 2011) discovered through the Australian Museum’s 
eKids College November 2007 that students see the web as a place to gather people 
and things, and mix them together. They place higher value on their social networks 
and advice from their peers than they do from experts (Kelly, 2009). Although, from 
Museums, the students said they wanted a range of multi-media content, a chance 
to interact with and ask questions of experts, and use of mobile devices in the 
physical museum to gather resources during a visit (Kelly [2], 2011). 
When web-based educational experiences are simply a ‘content push’ they merely 
deliver traditional text-book information in an online format and are consequently no 
more engaging (Johnson & Dyer, 2005). These style of learning resources do not 
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meet the needs of current learners and do not fit with current pedagogical theory. 
Conquestly websites that are in the ‘content push’ style are not being used by 
teachers. 
Teachers surveyed by Sovereign Hill Education (2011) indicated that the websites 
they most commonly used were sites that could be used as teaching and learning 
tools, rather than simply information. For their students, teachers placed importance 
on websites that were easy to use, used student-friendly lanuage and were rich in 
multimedia content (Sovereign Hill Education, 2011). Also for student websites Kelly 
(2009), placed importance on interactivity and immediate feedback, as they reflect 
students daily online experiences.  
Teachers and students use a range of digital learning resources for a range of 
purposes. As the role of digital learning resources for learners and their teachers 
changes over the coming years, one of the most important features is that they need 
to be delivered flexibly (Leadbeater, 2005, P.7), so they can be used in a range of 
ways.  
 
The future of digital education resources 
In order to ensure the longevity and relevancy of resources, Museums need to 
ensure they are looking to the future when it comes to technology. One of the crucial 
documents supporting museums to prepare themselves for the future is the New 
Media Consortium’s Horizon Report: Museum Edition. In the 2011 edition (Johnson, 
Adams, & Witchey, 2011) identified the current and emerging key trends for 
technology in museums. The top six trends they outlined were: 

1. Increasingly, visitors and staff expect a seamless experience across devices. 

2. Collection-related rich media are becoming increasingly valuable assets in 
digital interpretation. 

3. The abundance of resources and relationships made easily accessible via the 
Internet is increasingly challenging us to revisit our roles as educators. 

4. There is a growing chorus of voices advocating a more active role for visitors 
in shaping what museums do. 

5. Digitization and cataloguing projects continue to require a significant share of 
museum resources. 

6. Expectations for civic and social engagement are profoundly changing 
museums’ scope, reach, and relationships. 

(Johnson, Adams, & Witchey, 2011, p.4) 
The report also identified the technologies that will become increasingly common in 
museums over the next five years. These technologies and their expected timeline 
for commonplace implementation are:  

• Next 12 months – Mobile Apps and Tablets 
• In 2-3 years – Augmented Reality and Electronic Publishing 
• In 4-5 years – Digital Preservation and Smart Devices 

(Johnson, Adams, & Witchey, 2011, p.7-8) 
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All of these technologies present positive opportunities for museums. Mobile Apps 
that utilise Augmented Reality features and Smart Devices (micro-objects that store 
and transmit information, such as near field communicators) can create new 
opportunities for visitors to explore the physical museum site. These technologies 
can very effectively support meaningful interpretation; a fundamental role of 
museums (Johnson, Adams, & Witchey, 2011). A number of them are already being 
used by the advertising and consumer industry to drive marketing and sales 
(Johnson, Adams, & Witchey, 2011). 
There is an increasing prevalence of mobile-based web use: by the end of this year 
there will be more smartphone sales than personal computer sales (Snol, 2009). 
This means that understanding mobiles and technologies they use are a key priority 
for museums. If museums are not developing new interpreation experiences through 
mobile devices, then they will “be left designing for yesterday's audience” (Smith, 
2009). 
In order to meet the need for mobile experiences for users there is an increasing 
recognition that designing a website for mobile first is a timely and efficient approach. 
Wroblewski (2010) suggests that beginning with a computer-based website, when 
there are different internal departments who all have different requirements; the site 
can easily become a confusing mass of different features (Wroblewski, 2010). 
Designing for mobile first will reduce many of the challenges faced by major website 
design or redesign; it forces the organisation to focus on the most important things 
(Wroblewski, 2010).  
 
Considerations when developing digital education resources 
Predictions for the future of technology in museums are important to consider as a 
museum develops their plan for digital education resources. From current research, 
there are a number of other considerations to make too. Some of these relate 
specifically to school audiences. Others relate to all learning audiences, for both 
informal and formal learning purposes.  
For school audiences specifically: 
For school audiences one of the key considerations is the specific needs of the 
audience. This is not to suggest that they need a separate website. In fact, students 
are used to using broad public websites like Flickr and YouTube, and can find some 
student-targeted websites are developed by people who misunderstand them (Kelly 
[2], 2011). Talking with the students and developing and understanding of their 
needs is crucial. 
Similarly, developing teaching resources in collaboration with teachers is likely to 
have greater success (Kelly, 2011). Many teachers use websites to look for teaching 
tips, ideas and activities (Sovereign Hill Education, 2011). Museums need to 
understand what teachers are looking for and create a range of resources to meet 
different needs. For some teachers using new and changing technology, they are 
also learners (DEECD, 2010) and need support to use the technology effectively. 
All audiences: 
Just as is recommended for school audiences, Imagemakers (2011) recommends 
that general audiences should come first in planning and they need to be consulted 
at the beginning of the project. Also, consider when planning how the digital resource 
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will be financially and administratively sustainable over the long-term, including 
managed to continually evolve in response to changes in the audience and their 
needs (Imagemakers, 2011). 
There are a number of features of learning resources that are seen to have positive 
impacts: 

• Challenges with rewards can increase engagement and participation (such as 
gaming strategies and applications).  

• The opportunity for contribution to knowledge and real-world applications 
(such as public development of digital trails) increases participation. 

• Empower users to take responsibility for the quality and appropriateness of 
the content rather than monitoring strictly from within the organisation. 

(Imagemakers, 2011). 
In order to achieve success in user-generated content and large data input 
organisations can utilise Crowdsourcing. Crowdsourcing is the process of forming 
and utilising communities from a shared interest area (Annear, 2011). This has been 
used successfully to create metadata around objects (Imagemakers, 2011) and 
monitor the condition of hiking trails (Annear, 2011). In fact, Annear (2011) suggests 
that “the crowd will be an important way of doing business.” 
Another consideration is whether or not to charge for use of digital resources. 
Imagemakers (2011) recommend against assuming people will be willing to pay for 
digital resources and cited evidence that attaching a cost will reduce the number of 
users. Instead they encouraged organisations to promote the digital resources 
developed widely, utilising existing marketing strategies and through collaboration 
with external organisiations (Imagemakers, 2011). 
With trialing new technologies and developing new digital education resources 
evaluation is critical. To understand the affect the new resources have had on the 
organisation museums need to include a variety of methods to measure success and 
reach as part of a digital technology strategy (Johnson, Adams, & Witchey, 2011). 
This methods should include various web analytics, as well as goal-based 
achievement indicators. 
For mobile platforms:  
Specifically for the development of mobile applications there are a number of extra 
considerations to make. Contemporary mobile applications need to go beyond a 
multimedia audio tour as that is only going to appeal to a small audience. They need 
to provide a large range of information quickly and not be restricted by the need to 
run from start to finish to allow for a range of user-types (Smith, 2009). 
Visser (2010) reccommends aiming mobile applications at the most tech-savvy 
people, making sure the information is useful onsite (not just what they can look up 
at home), and invest in keeping the information up-to-date. In addition, Smith (2009) 
says that a mobile application must provide users with wayfinding; they must be able 
to locate the physical object or location of interest within the museum. 
Mobile applications that allow users the opportunity to search, filter and group 
museum objects mean “…that visitors are no longer restricted to highlights 
constructed by museum personnel – visitors can, in effect, create their own 
highlights, based on criteria they set” (Smith, 2009). This is a positive consideration 
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and one that users are beginning to expect from the mobile applications, as they do 
their websites. 
 
Examples of best practice 
The considerations outlined above provide a starting point for planning and 
implementing a digital resource strategy. There are a number features that are 
expected in digital resources that are examples of best practice. Some of these 
features are: 

• Online museum sites with open content and users are encouraged to 
contribute, comment, sharing and curate (Imagemakers, 2011).  

• Mobile applications should encourage a museum’s audience to engage with 
their collection in meaningful ways through opportunities to communicate their 
ideas and knowledge about the collection (Center for History and New Media, 
1996-2011). 

• Live video streaming can share events broadly and allow for educational 
engagement, such as the live dissection of the giant squid at Melbourne 
Museum (DEECD, 2010) 

Specific sites have also been recognised by organisations as being examples of best 
practice: 

• Imagemakers (2011) identified Streetmuseum by the Museum of London as 
an example of effective use of a mobile application to drive visitation. The 
application, which cost less than £50,000 to develop, generated 
approximately £750,000 worth of PR and advertising, resulting in a three-fold 
increase in foot traffic to the physical museum. 

• Imagemakers (2011) also identified ilikemuseums.com as a successful 
example of user-generated trails.  

• Museums and the Web (2011), Best of the Web award in Education was 
given to the Australian Centre for Moving Image’s ACMI Generator: 
generator.acmi.net.au  

• DEECD (2010) listed Pictures from a Floating World by the National Gallery of 
Victoria as an example of best practice from a cultural organisation.  

 
Conclusion 
There are many exciting developments happening with digital learning resources. To 
meet the needs of current and future learners, museums need to embrace the new 
technologies and methodologies that will produce opportunities for meaningful 
engagement and learning.  
This may mean re-thinking how to do business and how to engage with audiences 
across all ages. Museums need to relinquish some of their control and encourage 
collaboration, sharing and publication from their visitors. The research has indicated 
that to achieve longterm institutional sustainability, museums must have a 
comprehensive digital strategy that includes: websites, social media, mobiles, 
engagement with online communities, electronic fundraising and more (Johnson, 
Adams, & Witchey, 2011). 
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Sovereign Hill has a unique opportunity; we are not bound to Government priorities, 
we have an engaging outdoor site thirsty for more contextual information and we do 
not have an out-dated mass of digitised data to sift through – we can start fresh. We 
can leap ahead and utilised new programs, software and ways of doing business to 
become more relevant to our visitors. This will increase visitor engagement and 
satisfaction. Engaged and satisfied visitors who are digitally connected can spread a 
strong message to a wide audience. They can become our best advocates. 
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