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For all the people who have accompanied
and helped me on my journey

an explorer can never know what he is exploring
until it has been explored’ (Gregory Bateson 1972)

'We are prisoners of the past. To create a modern institution of education,
we have [o ... look at education with a fresh perspective, a new mindset ...
grounded in today's realities, yesterday'’s lessons, and tomorrow’s
possibilities. The new education must start with the most recent
discoveries about human beings: why they learn, how they learn, and
where they learn. It must take into consideration the resources we have
today, all the learning opportunities that can be harnessed in a globally
connected society’ Yong Zhao (2016 xvi)
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Foreword

The idea of ecology is a rich concept. At once, it alerts us to certain
features of the world: it intimates not just interconnectedness but also a
complex system of interactions. It alerts us, too, to a fragility in a system:
the connections between the elements that constitute an ecology might
become impaired in some way. An ecology may be ‘disrupted’ (as we
see here) and it might even fall apart. And the idea of ecology alerts us,
also, to an interconnected setting having worthwhile properties, that it
requires continual maintenance, and that human beings collectively have
a responsibility in that direction. In this admirable book by Norman
Jackson, we can see all of these elements in learning ecologies. We
assuredly gain a sense of a complex of factors at work (in a learning
ecology), a sense too of there being elements of serendipity in the way in
which matters play out but also of there being spaces in which learning
ecologies can be buttressed with wise actions and policies. Learning
ecologies may falter but they can also be strengthened.

Among this book’s many virtues, for me, three in particular stand out.
Firstly, Norman Jackson provides us with a schema that depicts the
‘components of an individual’s learning ecology’ (introduced in figure 2.5,
p71). Nine components are identified - the past, present and emerging
relationships, processes, contexts, a person, space, resources,
affordances and the future. That these nine components interact with
each other produces an unpredictable setting but one which is full of
possibilities. Secondly, a learning ecology is particular to a person. We
can speak quite naturally, therefore, of an individual’s learning ecology.
Thirdly, we gain a sense here that, while a person’s learning ecology
presents itself to some extent, so individuals can ‘create their own
ecologies for learning, development and achievement’. A learning
ecology, in other words, is nothing less than a space in which individuals
can open paths for their own renewal, and their unfolding. In the process,
especially through reflection on the journey they are taking, individuals
can forge a narrative of themselves. And it is perhaps in the personal
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stories that individuals tell of themselves in these pages that many
readers will find the greatest value in this volume.

Key concepts in this book, it will be already evident, as well as
ecology itself, are those of narrative, journey, learning and trajectory. So
far as the idea of journey is concerned, in this book, we are treated not
just to one journey but to multiple journeys. We have a journey in and
around the very idea of learning ecologies, we have the personal journeys
of individuals and we have the autobiographical journey of the author,
Norman Jackson. And these journeys weave in and out of each other, so
enriching the overall effect. But there is another term which is supremely
significant: itis ‘I. For, as stated, a great virtue of this book is the space
that it offers to a number of individuals - who Norman Jackson has
encountered at some point in his own biography - to reflect on their own
learning journey and to disentangle their own learning ecology. Just what
were the elements (of the nine components) of the learning ecology that
were significant? How did they cope with imminent disruption? How and
which new opportunities opened and how did they take advantage of
those opportunities?

It follows that in the aptly chosen title for this book - that of ‘ Exploring
Learning Ecologies’ - each of the three terms is doing work. ‘Ecologies’ is
the central concept in this book, ‘learning’ is the particular location of the
ecological perspective, and ‘exploring’ indicates the open-ended
approach taken here. On the idea of ecologies, | would just reflect that
much has been made and is still being made in the literature of the
‘structure-agency’ relationship, with different positions being taken over
the nature of that relationship and the relative influence exerted
respectively by social structures and by persons (or groups) as have
‘agentic’ powers for themselves. The idea of ecology, especially as
deployed here by Norman Jackson, seems to me to offer a far superior
way of understanding human beings in their environments. Rather than
two forces being pitted against each other (structure and agency), here -
in the idea of ecology - we can gain a sense of human beings as being
embedded in a complex environment and as being able to play a part in
affecting that environment.
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The second term in the title, that of /earning, is also treated to a
particularly open-ended conception. For here, learning becomes a matter
of a whole-life narrative, both through life and at any point in time.
‘Lifewide learning’ comes crucially into view here, reminding us that
individuals possess learning moments and learning opportunities aplenty:
contemporaneously, many individuals find themselves learning in
organisations, in formal learning settings and informally. Sometimes, it is
not easy to distinguish these learning moments. Informal learning can
take places in educational institutions and quite structured learning can
be experienced in apparently informal settings. (In an interview which |
conducted, | remember hearing from a music student - dissatisfied with
his formal programme of study - how he had set up a group in which
music students could compose for, and receive critical comment from,
each other.) The recognition of such ‘lifewide learning’ opens awkward
questions for formal institutions of ‘learning’: just what kind of learning are
they offering, to what extent might a student’s extra-curricula learning
(which may well be highly regulated and structured) be recognized, and to
what extent do the different spaces of learning contribute to a harmony in
an individual’s own learning ecology?

In other words, there are large implications of this book for formal
educational institutions. The idea of learning ecologies, as worked out
here by Norman Jackson, turns out to be a radical concept. If taken
seriously, it would call for a fundamental reappraisal of the curriculum so
that it promotes an ecology for learning; and just that, | take it, is part of
the thesis of this important book, not least in the proposal here for a ‘co-
curriculum’. Here, there would be recognition not just sporadically of a
student’s serendipitous learning moments and achievements but rather a
recognition that a student has a total learning life, a learning ecology, in
which the educational institution plays but a part.

The third and last term in the title, that of exploration, is evident both
in the crafting of the book and in the personal narratives it contains. On
one level, Norman Jackson is himself exploring the validity and value of
the nine-fold schema of what it is to be a learning ecology; on the other
hand, the individuals whose stories we encounter reveal themselves as



engaged in a personal process of self-exploration. Ultimately, an ecology
is lived. ltis lived-in and lived-through, in all manner of meanings. And it
gains special traction - if such a term may be used here - when an
individual is able and is enabled to reflect upon themselves and reveal
themselves, if only to themselves. That Norman Jackson has the
authenticity and composure to share himself with us in these pages, as
he reveals and reflects upon his own learning ecology, is a yet further
strand in the making of this book. It is a book from which we can all learn.

Ronald Barnett
UCL Institute of Education



CHAPTER 1
Journey With An Idea

Starting Point

Ten years ago, in December 2005 | reached what | would eventually
see as an inflection point in my life. | gave up a role | had enjoyed at the
Higher Education Academy and became Director of the Surrey Centre for
Excellence in Professional Training and Education (SCEPTIE) at the
University of Surrey. In my new role | embarked on an entirely new career
pathway that opened up many new affordances and adventures for
professional learning and my own development.

The problem that | and my team invented for ourselves was something
like, 'how can we add value to the educational opportunities that the
university already provided?' We began a journey to explore the idea of 'a
more complete education.' Our first step was to speculate that a more
complete education would embrace the whole of a student's life while
they were studying at university rather than only their academic
experience. We used the expressions like lifewide learning and
developmentto represent the learning and personal growth that would be
associated with such an enterprise and the term /ifewide education to
describe the encouragement, support and recognition that an institution
might underpin a learner's lifewide learning enterprise. We considered
that a /ifewide curriculum would provide a comprehensive framework for
viewing the affordances for learning across a learner's life. Between
2008-11, helped by students and colleagues from inside and outside the
university, we engaged in many research studies, development projects,
workshops, conferences and educational interventions to try to
understand and give practical meaning to these ideas and what we learnt
was documented in 'Learning for a Complex World: a lifewide concept of
learning, education and personal development (Jackson 2011).



| didn't know it at the time that this was the start of a journey that
continues today: a journey through which | carry and develop my ideas,
beliefs and important aspects of my own identity as a learner and human
being. Gregory Bateson (1972 xxiv) got it right when he said 'an explorer
can never know what he is exploring until it has been explored'. This
book, builds on these earlier explorations of lifewide learning and sets out
to explore the idea of learning ecologies and my ambition is to enlist you
as a fellow traveler.

Universal Challenge

How we prepare learners and enable them to develop themselves
for a lifetime of learning and adapting to the continuous stream of
situations they create or encounter in their lives, is to my mind the
universal challenge facing higher education all over the world.
Fundamentally it's a developmental challenge that we tried to capture in a
picture (Figure 1.1) drawn on the wall of the SCEPTIE Centre.

Figure 1.1 Symbolic
representation of the
nature, scale and
scope of learning for
a complex world

For higher education
teachers, the
developmental
challenge is
associated with a
question like,  how

§ do we prepare our
students for an ever more complex world?'... This does not just mean
preparing them for their first job when they leave university. It also means
how do we prepare them so that they can deal with the many challenges,
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uncertainties, disruptions and emergent opportunities they will encounter
over a lifetime of working, learning and living. The central proposition of
this book is that teachers can do much to help learners prepare for these
uncertainties if we adopt a more holistic, lifewide and ecological approach
to learning and personal development.

From the students’ perspective the same challenge is embodied in
questions like, ‘How do | develop myself so I'm better prepared for the
rest of my life?” What sorts of things do | need to learn, what sorts of
skills, qualities, dispositions and values do | need to develop, and what
sorts of experiences do | need to have in order to develop these things?
Personal and professional development needs to be so much more than
simply studying and learning an academic curriculum. My proposition is
that by encouraging students to see their learning, development and
achievement in a more holistic, lifewide and ecological way, they will be
better prepared to engage with the uncertain world outside higher
education wherever life takes them or throws at them.

The challenge for institutional leaders is embodied in the question,
‘How do we change our university so that it is better able to meet the
challenge of preparing learners for a very complex, uncertain and ever
changing world?’ How do we move from what is still a predominantly
industrial provider-designed and directed model of higher education, to a
more ecological, social, learner-designed and managed model of learning
that is more appropriate for the complex world our students will inhabit
when they leave university?

In an inspiring keynote | came across while writing this chapter, Ann
Pendleton-Julian (2015) talks about living and adapting to a 'white water
world'. A world that we can only understand if we get into the water and
learn how to read its unpredictable flow and navigate the hazards as we
meet them. But you can't get into the water unless you have the skill and
confidence to do this - so the issue becomes how do we develop enough
agency and confidence to get into and cope with the white water world we
inhabit. She describes living in the complex world is often about muddling
through but that we can design our systems to enable us to muddle
through as a strategy of choice. This idea resonates with me and | think



our ecologies for learning and developing ourselves are the way in which
we 'design our lives', in a conscious but flexible way, in order to muddle
through towards the possible solutions for the problems, challenges and
opportunities in our lives. So the challenge of how we develop ourselves
for a complex, 'white water world' is the educational challenge this book is
trying to address, and my argument is that higher education needs to
enable learners to become more aware of their own ecologies for learning
and more adept at creating them.

Lifewide Learning

My exploration of the idea of learning ecologies has grown from
exploring the potential that lifewide learning and education hold for
students' holistic development (Jackson 2011a).

Figure 1.2 The lifelong and lifewide dimensions of learning

formal family/ || interests/

education MR home hobbies

R

Lifelong learning:

All learning activity
undertaken throughout
life with the aim of
improving knowledge,
skills and competencies
within a personal, civic,
social and/or employment-
related perspective
(Commission of European
Communities 2001:9)

Lifewidelearning: All learning and personal development
that emerges through activities in the multiple contexts and
situations we inhabit contemporaneously at any point in our
life, with the aim of fulfilling roles and achieving specific
goals, and continuously developing knowledge,
understanding, skills, capabilities, dispositions and values
for our personal, civic, social and/or employment-related
contexts.

Most people are familiar with the idea of lifelong learning - the
learning we gain as we progress through our lives from childhood and
school, to college and university and through our career and beyond.
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Viewed at the scale of an individual's life course, for most people, formal
education occupies only a relatively small part of their lifelong learning
activity. The vast majority of their lifespan pre- and post school, college
and university, is conducted in the domain of informal experiential learning
and personal development (Banks et al 2007:9): something that higher
education has tended to ignore. It is ironic that one of the most important
things higher education can do to prepare learners for learning in the rest
of their lives is to pay more attention to the informal dimension of their
learning lives while they are involved in formal study in higher education.
By equipping them with tools and strategies that enhance their self-
awareness, by encouraging attitudes that view life experiences as
opportunities for learning and development and by valuing and
recognising learning and development gained through life experience,
universities and colleges can greatly enhance individuals' preparedness
for learning through the rest of their life.

'Lifewideness' adds value to 'lifelongness' dimension of learning
(Jackson 2011b) by recognising that most people, no matter what their
age or circumstances, simultaneously inhabit a number of different
contextual spaces - like work or education, running a home, being a
member of a family and or caring for others, being involved in a club or
society, travelling and taking holidays and looking after their own wellbeing
mentally, physically and spiritually (Figure 1.2). We also inhabit different
psychological (cognitive and emotional) spaces within and across these
physical spaces. We live our lives in this multitude of spaces each with its
own temporal rhythm for the activities we perform so the timeframe of our
lifelong journey and the multiple spaces, places and timeframes of day to
day existence across our lives, intermingle and connect and as we
accumulate and learn from our experiences, who we are and who we are
becoming are the consequences of this complex intermingling and sense
making.

In the different spaces we inhabit we make decisions about what to
be involved in, we meet and interact with different people, have different
sorts of relationships, adopt different roles and identities, and think,
behave and communicate in different ways. In these different spaces we



encounter different sorts of challenges and problems, seize, create or miss
opportunities, and aspire to live and achieve our purposes and our
ambitions. These different spaces also provide affordances for our
creativity. Affordances that we can seize because we are motivated and
inspired by our interests and the possibilities they hold. So the spaces that
provide the contexts for our life enable us to create the meaning that is our
life and develop the purposes and values that motivate or inspire us to
lead a certain sort of life.

Lifewide learning is a powerful concept because it embraces all the
types of learning - learning that is developed in formal educational
environments which is directed or self managed, learning that is
intentional or unintended, learning that is driven by our interests and its
intrinsic value, as well as our needs, and learning which just emerges
during the course of our daily activity. To be a competent lifewide learner
requires not only the ability to recognise and take advantage of
opportunities and the will and capability to get involved in situations arising
from these opportunities, it also requires self-awareness derived from
consciously thinking about and extracting meaning and significance from
the experiences that populate our lives. It is the understanding of what it
means to be a lifewide learner that individuals use in future imaginings,
decision making and activity and it is this consciousness that lifewide
education seeks to develop: what Rogers (2003) calls learner conscious
learning but within task or experience-oriented learning situations.

Learning Ecologies

Emerging from this exploration of the idea of lifewide learning and
education is the idea that we create our own ecologies for learning,
developing and achieving.

| first encountered the idea of learning ecologies when | read John
Seely Brown's (JSB) influential paper 'Growing Up Digital: How the Web
Changes Work, Education, and the Ways People Learn' (Seely Brown
2000). Here was one of the great contemporary thinkers working across
the education business interface, providing insights into the way our
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learning lives were changing. He likened the way people were using the
web to a new ecology of learning which he characterised as:

an open, complex, adaptive system comprising elements that are
dynamic and interdependent - a collection of overlapping communities
of interest (virtual), cross-pollinating with each other, constantly
evolving and largely self-organising (Seely Brown 2000:19)

In his view, the learning ecology was an emergent property of the internet
Web 2.0 as people with diverse backgrounds found and interacting with
each other driven by the interests, passions and needs they shared.

Let’s consider a learning ecology, particularly one that might form
around or on the Web....... consider the Web as comprising a vast
number of “authors” who are members of various interest groups,
many of which embody a lot of expertise in both written and tacit form.
Given the vastness of the Web, it's easy these days to find a niche
community with the expertise you need or a special interest group
whose interests coincide exactly with your own.............ccocciins

informal learning often involves the joint construction of
understanding around a focal point of interest, and one begins to
sense how these cross-linked interest groups, both real and virtual,
form a rich ecology for learning (Seely Brown 2000:19)

| admired the way JSB linked the conceptual points he was making
to the real world through stories he told about the learning lives of real
people: something | have tried to emulate in this book.

A second trigger for my thinking about learning ecologies emerged
as | was editing 'Learning for a Complex World'. One of the contributors
Maret Staron used the idea of learning ecologies in her exploration of
how to support vocational education and training (VET) in the knowledge
era. The conception she and her research team developed was called
'life-based learning' (Staron et al 2006, Staron 2011). This located the
idea of learning ecologies in the everyday learning and enterprise of
people. The ecological metaphor made sense to me and | knew that at
some point | must explore the idea for myself.



A learning ecology metaphor is: dynamic — with ever-shifting
relationships and interdependence informing learning and doing;
adaptive — which is a key survival capability within an ecology; and
diverse — a core requirement in knowledge work... It enables a move
away from seeking the ‘one way to get it right’ to a more open
orientation to learning — including multiple ways of working, learning
and living. A learning ecology metaphor also invites us to work with
apparently contradictory concepts that often challenge us, such as
using an anticipative approach rather than a predetermined approach;
using approximations rather than exactness; seeing fuzziness as a
strength; and watching self-organisation happen even though there
may be no explanation for where the self-organising pattern comes
from (Staron et al. 2006:26).

In 2011, I left the University of Surrey and decided to establish a
social enterprise formed around the idea of lifewide learning and
education. Not surprisingly | went through a significant transition as | left
the professional environment | knew and moved into the uncertain space
of creating my own environment for learning and achieving things | cared
about. Even now, nearly five years later, | feel I'm in a liminal space

(Turner 1967), a state of being

‘betwixt and between'. No The state of liminality tends to be

. . characterized by a stripping away of
longer an academic in practice : . o

. . . R old identities, an oscillation between
in a university but still clinging states and personal transformation
on to my academic identity and (Savin-Baden 2008:75)

investing time and effort into
maintaining it, but nevertheless uncertain of where my journey is taking
me. Perhaps because of this uncertain and sometimes ambiguous
mental, physical and virtual space | inhabit, | have become more
conscious that it is essentially down to me to decide how | am going to
spend my time and what | am going to try and achieve, at least in my
professional domain.

The continuous challenge of motivating myself and constructing my
own trajectory for learning, development and achievement has made me
more aware of the 'ecological' relationships | have with my world. By that |
mean that what and how | learn and develop in all the different contexts

8



and situations in my everyday life, feels more like a living, emergent,
organic process involving me, my purposes and goals, and my
relationships with the physical, virtual and social worlds | inhabit, rather
than something that | plan, design and implement according to my plan. |
feel I, and my learning, are part of an ecosystem which | help create and
maintain but do not control and sometimes I'm pushed and pulled in all
sorts of unforeseen directions. | am faced with abundant choice and the
decisions | make take me in different directions but regardless of the
decisions | make | seem to move in the general direction in which | want
to go. The idea that | am part of an ecology and | help create my own
ecology intuitively feels right so over the last few years | have thought
about this idea in the context of my own life and the lives of people |
know, and also tried to find out how others have thought about it too. So
this book is partly the result of my own experiments with myself in my
everyday contexts but also the result of experiments that others have
conducted with themselves in their own lives.

Once | embarked on my exploration | discovered a significant body
of literature which engages directly or indirectly with the idea of learning
ecologies, and which | have drawn upon throughout this book. There
were many instances where knowledge and insight shared by authors
enabled me to develop my own understandings. But | would like to
acknowledge one person in particular, Jay Lemke, whose thinking
created much affordance for my own.

Threshold Concept

For me the idea of learning ecologies has been, and continues to be, a
threshold concept (Land et al 2014:200).

concepts, practices or forms of learning experience can act in the
manner of a portal, or learning threshold, through which a new
perspective opens up for the learner. The latter enters new conceptual
terrain in which things formerly not perceived come into view. This
permits new and previously inaccessible ways of thinking and
practising.......... They provoke a state of ‘liminality’—a space of



transformation in which the transition from an earlier understanding (or
practice) to that which is required is effected. This transformation state
entails a reformulation of the learner's meaning frame and an
accompanying shift in the learner’s ontology or subjectivity. The latter
tends to be uncomfortable or troublesome for, in many respects, we
are what we know.

It's likely therefore that the idea will also be uncomfortable and
troublesome for others who also experience the idea of learning
ecologies as a threshold concept.

Learning from Nature

In nature an ecosystem comprises the complex set of relationships
and interactions among the resources, habitats, and residents of an area
for the purpose of living.
Each organism within
an ecosystem has its
own ecology within the
ecosystem so the whole
is made up of many
individual ecologies P el
competing for resources M A M"T‘r:‘ o
and contributing to the NI : ,gi,gn.&.‘kﬁ_ﬁr A
system as a whole so that the whole system is sustained.

The central proposition of this book is that a similar
conceptualisation can be applied to human ecological systems or
ecosocial systems - the set of relationships and interactions among the
people, resources, habitats, and other residents of an area for the
purpose of living. While all ecosystems are complex adaptive systems
that learn to live with, and when necessary adapt to, their environment,
the making and meanings and sharing of understandings (learning) are a
primary interest and enterprise of human ecosocial systems (Lemke
2000) This book explores the application of the idea that people create
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their own ecologies for learning, development and achievement through
the narratives they create about their learning lives.

Every organism has an environment: the organism shapes its
environment and environment shapes the organism. So it helps to think of
an indivisible totality of ‘organism plus environment' - best seen as an
ongoing process of growth and development (Ingold 2000:20). From an
environmental perspective it does not make sense to talk about the
environment in which we are learning without reference to ourselves as
the organism that is perceiving and interacting with the environment we
inhabit in order to learn.

Formalised education tends to treat learning as something separate
from the rest of life. Applying the idea of ecology to learning, personal
development and achievement is an attempt to view a person their
purposes, ambitions, goals, interests, needs and circumstances, and their
social and physical relationships with the world they inhabit, as
inseparable and interdependent. The idea of ecology encourages us to
think more holistically and more dynamically about the way we inhabit
and relate to the world. It encourages us to think in a more holistic way
about our life: how we connect up the moments in our lives to form
experiences and achievements that mean something to us.

Growing out of this exploration is a belief that our ecologies for
learning embrace all the physical and virtual places and spaces we
inhabit in our everyday lives and the learning and the meaning we gain
from the contexts and situations that constitute our lives. They are the
product of both imagination and reason and they are enacted using all our
capability and ingenuity. They are therefore one of our most important
sites for our creativity and they enable us to develop ourselves personally
and professionally in all aspects of our lives. If this belief is well founded
then surely, our ability to create our own ecologies for learning and
development must be one of the most important capabilities we need for
sustaining ourselves, achieving our purposes and maintaining our sense
of wellbeing in a complex, ever changing and often disruptive world. Yet
to date, there has been little consideration of these ideas in the higher
education curriculum or teaching and learning process. One of the
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purposes of this book is to encourage teachers and curriculum designers
to explore and use the ideas in their own learning and teaching contexts.

Learning Ecologies in the Social Age

| am of the generation that has spanned the transition from the
Industrial Age of work to an Information Age in which knowledge
resources and expertise are as crucial to success as other economic
resources. But we tend to overlook the fact that at the start of the 21st
century we are entering a new 'Social Age' (Stodd 2013, 2014) of learning
aided by the internet and its associated technologies and our changing
habits of communicating and participating in the on-line worlds we
increasingly inhabit. We are situated in a rapidly changing global
landscape in which learning, personal and professional development are
being re-imagined and the concept of ecosystems for learning and
personal learning ecologies not only sits comfortably in this landscape
(Seely Brown 2000), but the communication and social networking
technologies now available expand our ability to enrich our learning
ecologies well beyond what could be imagined even a few years ago.

Figure 1.3 Progression of
technological ages
(Stodd 2014)

Foresight studies offer a
new vision of future
learning in which
personalisation,
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informalisation (informal
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core of learning in the
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lifewide learning shaped by the ubiquity of Information and
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Communication Technologies (ICT) (Redecker et al 2011 and chapter 9).
An exponentially growing digital networked infrastructure is amplifying our
ability to access and use nearly unlimited resources and tools to aid
learning and connect and communicate with one another. However, the
type of learning that is going on as a result looks so very different from the
kinds of learning described by most educational theorists that it is
essentially invisible. This new type of learning is a cultural phenomenon.
It takes place without books, without teachers and without classrooms,
and it requires environments that are bounded yet provide complete
freedom of action within those boundaries (Thomas and Seely Brown
2011). This then is the new social-technological environment in which
ideas of learning ecologies and ecosystems have been given new
meaning, significance and practical value.

My Ecology for Developing ldeas & Creating this Book

One of the most important arguments | am making in this book is that
we expand our awareness and understanding of the idea of learning
ecologies by evaluating and developing the idea in the context of our own
everyday learning life. So throughout the book | will try to illustrate the
idea with reference to my own life.

This book began as a project to help me prepare for an international
seminar on the theme of 'Lifelong Learning Ecologies', organised by the
E-learning Centre at the Open University of Catalonia in November 2015.
| saw the book as the means to organise and consolidate my thinking but
once initiated my ecology for learning took on a life of its own. | would
expect nothing less: you cannot produce a book without a substantial
ecology for learning. Figure 1.4 provides a sense of the journey | have
undertaken - my learning process. It shows the main features of my
conception of a learning ecology that will be considered and elaborated in
more detail in subsequent chapters and | will explain this particular
learning ecology in more detail in chapter 4.
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Important elements of my learning ecology

By imagining a book | was creating a new affordance in my life ie the
imagined book invited me to create and engage in a process that would
lead to its formation. This idea of imagination creating affordance is
something | have not thought about before. Twelve weeks separate the
starting and end points in the representation of my learning ecology. At
the heart of the learning ecology is the space | created for 'exploring the
idea'. This exploratory space enabled me to think, inquire, imagine and
develop ideas, write, share and discuss my ideas, and discover, read,
think about and assimilate the ideas of other people.

Figure 1.4 The learning ecology | created for this book between August
20 and November 20th 2015
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In this self-determined process | drew on an abundance of
information and knowledge resources in books, articles and blogs using a
range of technological tools. | also drew on my own information resources
primarily interview transcripts from research studies | made in the past. |
utilised some of my existing relationships, for example my collaboration
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with illustrator Kiboko Hachyion enabled me to illustrate some of the
ideas in pictures. | used some of my existing relationships to seek
feedback on my ideas and used social media to expand my personal
learning network for this purpose (see acknowledgements). At the heart
of my process was the writing process through which | curated my
resources and tried to make sense of ideas. What emerged from this
process - the tangible outcome - is the book, which constitutes the
principal but not the only mediating artifact created through the process.

It all seems planned and logical when the words are laid out like this
but the reality was very different. The ecological view of exploration is
about determining your pathways as you explore them, you respond to
what emerges through the process of exploring, and even then what has
been explored only seems like a starting points for further exploration. |
kept what | wrote when | began writing this chapter 4 months ago.

Writing this one week into my 'journey with an idea', | am very
uncertain as to how it will work out. But | have enough confidence and
belief in myself to know that | have the basis for a strong learning and
engagement process and if | do certain things to bring the ideas to life,
the book will surely be brought into existence

This not only reflects the uncertainty of exploration but also the
conviction | had that by creating an ecology for learning, the book will
emerge through the circumstances | have created.

This brings me to another important point about our ecologies for
learning: they are also our ecologies for achieving and for bringing new
order and material things into existence. In other words, they provide the
affordance for our creativity. | believe that an important part of our
creativity is being able to see affordance to achieve something which we
value in the circumstances of our life. What is eventually created is
original, at least to us but probably to the world, because 1) no one else
cares about the thing we are trying to create like we do and 2) no one
else can see this affordance because we are the only people who
understand and can influence our life circumstances. The ecologies we
create to learn, develop and achieve are therefore the vehicles for our
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creative self-expression and the means by which we bring new things into
existence. Our ecologies are rooted in and grow from the circumstances
of our lives, our needs, interests, responsibilities, purposes and ambitions
and it is these things that also motivate us to utilise our personal
creativity.

The explorative space (Law 2008) at the heart of my learning
ecology for this book is liminal or transitional in nature - in the sense it
represents the space 'betwixt and between' past ecologies through which
| have developed understanding and the new representations and
formulations that are provided in this book which must always be viewed
as provisional. Which brings me back to the idea of a never ending
journey. Never ending because even when | hang my pen up so to speak,
there will always be someone else to pick up the ideas and begin their
own journey. That is the way ideas develop and how they travel through
the minds and practices of people, across cultures and throughout the
history of human existence. My ecology for learning is simply one small
contribution to the ecology of learning involving all mankind.

Value of an Ecological Perspective

This book sets out to imagine and explore the possibilities in the
idea of a learning ecology. But what is the value of an ecological
perspective on learning and personal development for higher education.
| can think of four good reasons why an ecological perspective has value
to higher education practice.

Conceptual value

The concept of a learning ecology provides us with the means to
visualise the dynamics of a complex self-determined and self-organised
learning process and to appreciate how the different elements of the
ecology - contexts, process, will and capability, relationships and
resources, fit together. The concept provides a more holistic perspective
on learning and development than is normally considered in higher
education.
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An ecological perspective conveys learning and personal
development or growth as a living emergent process in which we
continuously change our understandings and apply what we know in a
continuous stream of new situations.

All too often in formal education, learning is viewed as the
acquisition of prescribed codified (book or paper) knowledge in ways that
are largely determined by teachers and educational institutions, the
retention and abstract use of which is tested through assessment. The
reality of everyday learning outside formal education is very different
when needs, interests and curiosity drive individual's motivation and they
have to find the resources they need to learn from the world around
them. This process is necessarily less systematic, more intuitive and
organic than the professionally designed and organised world of
formalised education this perspective adds value to the way we might
visualise and represent lifewide learning and education.

We have argued that learning is not simply scoring high on a test or
assignment, but should involve increasing possibilities for action in
the world. Learning ...is about successfully participating as part of an
ecosystem, an intentionally bound network [of affordances], and it
fundamentally involves increasing opportunities for action in the
world. Life-world expansion, [is] the ultimate trajectory of learning....
(Barab and Roth 2006:11)

The conceptual tool developed in chapter 2 (Figure 2.5) can be
used to evaluate, from an ecological perspective, narratives of learning,
development and achievement such as those presented in Chapters 3 to
6. The narratives reveal the motivations to create a process for learning
and the agencies and capabilities used to form a particular process.
They all contain significant relationships through which learning was
facilitated or gained and they reveal the self-regulatory nature of
learning (chapter 6) as people respond to the situations they are in and
the nature of the resources that were found, used and created. Similarly,
Figure 7.7 in chapter 7 provides a conceptual tool to facilitate the auditing
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of a curriculum to identify affordances that have been designed so that
learners can create their own ecologies for learning.

Value to the learner

The value of an ecological perspective to a learner is that it
encourages them to see learning as a process that connects them in a
holistic way to other peo