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Introduction – our participation in a world in formation
Gaining a footing in the landscape of learning ecologies begins with an appreciation that we are ecological
beings and that we live out our lives in an ecological world: a world that is continually forming and
reforming. This “world in formation” affects everything – people, social structures, material and virtual
infrastructures, places, institutions and organisations, contexts, ideas, technologies and us. Furthermore, the
speed at which change happens is accelerating because the world is becoming ever more complex,
connected and interdependent. We need to learn in order to participate in our world in formation and as we
participate and learn we ‘undergo’ - we re-form ourselves. Through our thinking and actions we are able to
change our world but our involvement
in it changes us so that we and our
world evolve together.
In the words of John Dewey, “every
experience enacted and undergone
modifies the one who acts and
undergoes, while this modification
affects, whether we wish it or not, the
quality of subsequent experiences. For
it is a somewhat different person who
enters into them” (1).
Figure 1 Lifelong and lifewide
dimensions of learning (2)
Our lifelong learning is no more or less than this continual undergoing as we learn to adapt to our world in
formation and in the process contribute to its formation.
But, “How do moments add up to lives? How do our shared moments together add up to social life as such?
Every human action, all human activity takes place on one or more characteristic timescales. A heartbeat, a
breath, a step, a spoken word takes but a moment; a stroll, a conversation extends over many such moments;
and an education or a relationship may be a lifetime project. How do actions or events on one timescale
come to add up to more than just a series of isolated happenings?” (3 p273)
These simple but profound questions go to the heart of the core idea in this article – that people create
ecologies of practice to relate and connect themselves to their world in formation in order to perform, learn
and create new value. Such ecologies are developed (grown) in the lifewide dimension of our life (2) which
recognizes 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. We live our lives in this multitude of spaces each with its
own temporal rhythm for the activities we perform, the roles we play and the moments that we connect to
create a meaningful life.
The ecologies we create enable the timeframe of our lifelong journey and the multiple contexts, spaces,
places and the shorter timeframes of day to day existence, to intermingle and who we are and who we are
becoming are the consequences of this complex intermingling and integration. While the lifelong dimension
of our life contains the accumulation of our experiences and learning, it is in the lifewide dimension of our
life that provides the multitude of contexts and situations in which we create our experiences and our
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ecologies to perform, learn and undergo so that we can participate in and contribute to our ever changing
world.
Learning for a complex world in continuous, often rapid and sometimes disruptive formation, requires us to
develop qualities like resilience, perseverance and compassion that depend on the complete spectrum of
human experience for their development. It is our wholesome participation in the lifewide dimension of our
life that provides the opportunity for growth in ways that will sustain us through a lifetime of learning and
enable us to develop a strong inner self that is resilient, reflective, and able to see, develop and value
positive connections and relationships with the world no matter what we encounter.
This article has been prepared for participants in the first meeting of the LILA 2019 inquiry into learning
ecologies which seeks to ‘gain a footing in the landscape of learning ecologies’. The article provides the
underpinning knowledge for my contributions. It introduces the idea of human/organizational ecosocial
systems and explores the proposition that learning, practice, performance and creativity are ecological
phenomenon emerging as we interact in purposeful ways with the particular environments we inhabit in
order to do the things we need to do. The idea of ecologies for practice, performance, learning and creativity
applies to all environments but here, we are particularly interested in the organizational / work environment.

Organizational Ecosystems – ‘eco-social systems’
We all inhabit and help co-create an ecological world
All organisms inhabit an ecosystem - the
complex set of interactions among the
residents, resources and habitats of an area for
the purpose of living (4). Every organism within
an ecosystem develops a unique ecology for
living/surviving and reproducing. This also
applies to humans, but we differ from other
organisms in the extent to which we collaborate
to adapt existing ecosystems and make our own
ecosystems and develop our own ecologies not
simply to sustain and reproduce ourselves, but to make our lives more interesting, meaningful and fulfilling.
Underlying our unique characteristics as an organism capable of destroying, modifying and creating
ecosytems, is our need, desire and ability to learn and develop ourselves and our world through our
learning.
Ecosystems are complex adaptive systems (5). They have many parts and many connections between the
parts and are adaptive because their feedback structure enables them to change in ways that sustain the
ecosystem. Biological systems have a hierarchy of organizational levels that extend from molecules and cells
to individual organisms, populations and whole ecosystems. Every ecosystem is characterized by ‘flows’ of
nutrients and energy, of materials, and of information. Such flows provide the interconnections between
parts and transform the community from a random collection of species into an integrated whole, an
ecosystem in which biotic and abiotic parts are interrelated. In this way, macroscopic system level properties
emerge from interactions among individual components.
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These concepts have been applied
metaphorically and practically to human
organisations and whole systems of actors,
organizations and other entities e.g. learning
and education (6) and business (7). The notion
of an organizational ecosystem implies that
human and organizational systems function
much as a biological ecosystem. This is true up
to a point (8) - see Appendix 1 for tables of
similarities and differences.

Learning Ecosystems comprise diverse combinations of
providers (schools, businesses, community organizations as
well as government agencies) creating new learning
opportunities and pathways to success. They are usually
supported by an innovative credentialing system or
technology platforms that replace or augment the
traditional linear system of examinations and graduation (6).
Business Ecosystems are dynamic and co-evolving
communities of diverse actors who create and capture new
value through increasingly sophisticated models of both
collaboration and competition. Business ecosystems bring
together multiple players of different types and sizes in
order to create, scale and serve markets in ways that are
beyond the capacity of any single organisation – or even any
traditional industry. Their diversity – and their collective
ability to learn, adapt and, crucially innovate together- are
key determinants of their longer-term success (7 p4)

In human ecosystems, people live in complex
partly man-made environments—physical,
social, and virtual—and within cultural,
historical, and emerging social contexts in which
people are constantly consuming, recycling, and
producing information and other resources as they think, act and learn to accomplish the things that matter
to themselves and to the social groups they belong and the organizations they inhabit. Like any other
ecosystem, eco-social systems are complex, dynamic, self-organising entities whose patterns of behaviours
are emergent but the most significant difference between human and non-human biological systems is the
way in which we create our own environments in order to perform, learn and create meaning and new
value.
A human community is a special kind of ecosystem. . . . What is so special about ecosocial systems among all
other possible ecosystems is not that they contain us and our things, but that our behavior within the system,
and so the overall dynamics of the system as a whole, depends not just on the principles that govern the flow
of matter and energy in all ecosystems, but also on what those flows mean for us (9 p.40).
Consequently, human ecosystems are sites for the shared making and remaking of meanings that are
relevant to those particular systems: a process that is itself ecological (relational, interactional,
interdependent and developmental). Ecosocial systems are developmental systems with an evolutionary
trajectory in which each stage of development creates the conditions for the next (9).

Organizational ecosocial systems
An organisation is a specialised ecosocial system. It is complex because it contains many people, parts and
interactions between the people of the organization and its parts and the world outside the organisation. It
is adaptive because information flowing from activity and interactions at all levels of the system enables it to
respond, develop and accomplish the things the people and entities in it set out to achieve.
Figure 2 shows scenes from four different organisational ecosocial systems (office/business, garage/ formula
car racing, surgery/hospital and classroom/school). Each organisation provides the context and the
environment for the work. Each environment has been designed and constructed by people to provide the
optimum space/place for engaging with and delivering the work of the organisation, accepting that people
continually strive to improve the spaces they inhabit. Each environment is intended for people whose roles
we might classify as non-routine cognitive or non routine manual requiring a high cognitive capacities to
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perform their role. Such people have developed the requisite knowledge, skill, values and attitudes to work
in that environment through significant comitments to education, training, apprenticeships and on the job
experiencial learning to learn how to engage effectively with their environment to perform, achieve, create
and learn. The space of each environment is configured in such a way as to encourage and support the types
of activities that are necessary for these specialised functions. They facilitate movement, interaction and
communication in ways that are necessary for people to fulfil their role often collaborating closely with
others.
Figure 2 Examples of people working in specialised ‘man-made’ environments in four different
organisational ecosystems

Each man-made environment contains materials, equipment, tools and other technologies to support the
work. Indeed technology has become so intergal to learning and performance, and the material world now
contains so many technological devices and
sensors, that it is sometimes distinguished
separately from the environment reflecting
the idea that we have now entered entered a
new era of man-machine interdependence
and increasingly we enable technology to
interact with the environment without human
intervention (Figure 3).
Figure 3 A perspective on human
environment interactions that emphasises
the increasing role of technology in work and
everyday life (10).
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Each environment is organised socially so that different individuals performing different roles are able to
work together to achieve a common goal. Each environment provides a space that is conducive to the
emergence of creativity and the tangible manifestations of creativity that are necessary to solve the
problems and overcome the challenges that are encountered and create new value. Each environment is full
of affordance (opportunities for action) for the people who are working in it. But much of this affordance
will emerge in the course of work (people-people, people-environment interactions). Many of the
inhabitants of their respective ecosystems will occupy a distictive niche in their ecosystem and how they
perform and what they produce contributes to the performanace and sustainability of the whole ecosystem.
Each organizational ecostystem and the environments it contains establish their own written and unwritten
rules and values that govern the expectations and norms of behaviour. Each environment develops its own
culture, which emerges through “all the daily conversations and negotiations between the members of an
organisation about the way we do things here” (11). Each part of an organisation interacts with other parts
and the wider ecosystems of which it is a part, and beyond this to the wider world of infinite possibilities.
Such is the
interconnected and
interdependent
nature of our
ecological world.
Figure 4 provides a
simplistic
representation of
the ecosocial
system that a chef
inhabits.
Figure 4 Simplistic
representation of
the ecosystem
within which a
chef works

Inner workings of an organizational ecosocial system
The features of an organizational ecosystem described above are the physical manifestations and explicit
workings of the ecosocial system. The inner (hidden) workings are what goes on inside the heads of the
people who are working in the ecosystem. The interactions and relationships of people working in an
organizational ecosystem, with its values, expectations and norms of behaviour, coupled to the stresses of
work affect the way people feel about the environment they are working in and the colleagues they are
working with. Research shows that each person working in a particular environment develops a unique
‘'inner work life' - the way they feel about their work, shaped by the constant stream of relationships,
communications and interactions, perceptions and imaginings, emotions as they go about their daily work
(12). These perceptions and emotional states affect their motivation for work and have a powerful influence
on their performance and their sense of belonging to that particular ecosystem. When people have a
positive inner work life, they are more creative, productive, committed to the work, and co-operative
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toward the people they work with. When they have poor inner work lives, the opposite is true – they are
less creative, productive, committed and co-operative. Not surprisingly the psychological ‘inner work lives’
of many individuals can have a significant influence on the health and vitality of the organisational
ecosystem as a whole.
Studies of the socio-cultural work environment (12) have identified a number of ‘catalysts’ and ‘nourishers’
that support a person's 'inner work life. The catalyst factor includes events that directly enable a person to
make progress in their work. Catalysts include such things as: having clear goals (self-determined goals are
more motivating), having autonomy to determine how to work, having access to sufficient resources when
you need them, having enough time to accomplish the tasks, being able to find help when you need it,
knowing how to succeed, being encouraged to let your ideas to flow. The opposite of catalysts are
inhibitors; these make progress difficult or impossible. They are the mirror image of the catalysts, and
include giving unclear goals, micro-managing, and providing insufficient resources etc..
Four factors nourish a work culture in which people feel supported and positively influence their motivation,
productivity and creativity (12) namely:
1 Respect - managerial actions determine whether people feel respected or disrespected and recognition is the most
important of these actions.
2 Encouragement - when managers or colleagues are enthusiastic about an individual's work and when managers
express confidence in the capabilities of people doing the work it increases their sense of self-efficacy. Simply by
sharing a belief that someone can do something challenging and trusting them to get on with it without
interference, greatly increases the self-belief of those involved in the challenge.
3 Emotional support - people feel more connected to others at work when their emotions are validated. This goes for
events at work, like frustrations when things are not going smoothly and little progress is being made, and for
significant events in someone's personal life. Recognition of emotion and empathy can do much to alleviate
negative and amplify positive feelings with beneficial results for all concerned.
4 Affiliation - people want to feel connected to their colleagues so actions that develop bonds of mutual trust,
appreciation and affection are essential in nourishing the spirit of participation.

Each person working in an organisational ecosystem has a life outside that ecosystem that contributes to
their sense of who they are and gives their life meaning and purpose. While we may wish to separate work
from the rest of life, we ignore the fact that we are ecological beings and every part of our life is connected,
at our peril. What goes on in our world outside work also influences the way we feel and impact positively or
negatively on our work. Furthermore, we don’t stop thinking about our work just because we leave the
organisational environment, our thinking and learning are lifewide (3) and ideas emerge at any time in any
of the circumstances that make up our life. In other words, our ecologies for learning transcend the physical
and temporal spaces of the organization’s ecosystem.

Organizational paradigms
Frederick Laloux proposed a number of paradigms (Figure 5) within which to view social organisation (13).
The explicit or implicit adoption of a particular paradigm or combination of paradigms influences the way an
organizational ecosystem functions and its culture. These in turn affect the beliefs, values, thinking and
actions of the people working within the ecosystem and therefore the ecologies that people to create to
perform and learn.
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Figure 5 Laloux's organizational paradigms (13)

Ecologies of practice within which learning is embedded, are constructed in all organisational settings and
within all five of Laloux’s organisational paradigms but the environment may well constrain their scope. It is
only within Teal-type organisational environments, that the concepts of self-management, wholeness and
purpose are brought to the fore in the design principles for social organization. These principles are also
present in the design and implementation of a personal or collaborative ecology of practice within which
learning and creativity are embedded.

Learning ecosystem
An organizational ecosystem has many subsystems that encourage and support different aspects of
organizational behaviour. The learning ecosystem is the part of the organization ecosystem that supports
learning and the continued development of its members. It includes all the opportunities, tools,
technologies, processes, content, connections, relationships,
culture, management practices and strategy to encourage,
A learning ecosystem is a system of people,
support and enable learning, creativity and performance.
content, technology, culture, and strategy,
existing both within and outside of an
(14, 15, 16, 17). It includes “the technologies, systems and
organization, all of which has an impact on
the capabilities of [the] learning and development team,”
both the formal and informal learning that
which is responsible for overall design, implementation and
goes on in that organization. (15)
evaluation (16) bearing in mind that every member of the
organization is responsible for its performance.
A learning ecosystem is not just a social-technological construction, it is a dynamic evolving entity that is
given meaning through the behaviours, interactions, endeavours and achievements of all the members of
the organization. A learning ecosystem enables and supports delivery of the L&D function but more
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importantly it supports and facilitates delivery of the organization’s purposes and goals. While an
organization’s learning ecosystem is only available to the members of the organization it is open to the
world of infinite possibilities that lie beyond the organization i.e. it encourages and permits its members to
draw on forms of learning, development and inspiration that are relevant to performance that individuals
are able to access beyond the boundaries of their organization.
A learning ecosystem, is intentionally and thoughtfully designed by those responsible for L&D to create
affordances for learning (possibilities for action perceived by the individual or team) in both a strategic
sense, ‘I/we need to develop in order to be able to do something in future’, and a tactical sense ‘I/we need
to know and be able to do this now’. The challenge for developers is always to create affordances that
others can see and value so that when they create their own ecologies for learning and performance
(discussed later) they can access the opportunities, tools and resources they perceive as being necessary
and useful. The idea that an organizational learning ecosystem must engage and support personal or
collaborative learning ecologies as they unfold and are enacted is key to supporting learning in order to
create value at the point of need.
“A learning ecosystem provides learners with choices about what and how they learn. It is learner centered,
which means the learner needs to become more self-directed (16). A self-directed learner is able to:
• self-assess and identify learning needs
• find resources and people to assist them
• practise and trial new behaviours and skills and gain feedback on performance
• articulate and reflect on what they have learned
• evaluate and measure their own learning”
A learning ecosystem should underpin and reinforce a
culture that both encourages and supports learning and
Job swapping is … one strategy to put
expects individuals and teams to take responsibility and
employees on new learning curves, help
action for their own development in order that the
break down silos, and maximize shared
organizational learning. Ongoing training
organizational as a whole can flourish. “Like a biological
and educational opportunities, job sharing,
ecosystem, organizations are either growing or they’re
mentoring and outreach programs are a
dying. And organizations grow when their employees are
few other examples. (17)
learning. So, if you want a high-growth organization, you
need to create a learning ecosystem to support highgrowth individuals — to expose them to new and challenging opportunities before their roles become
stale.” (17).
Organizational learning ecosystems are designed and constructed within a concept of how people learn and
develop. An organization whose main purpose is to support learning, like a university, may well construct its
ecosystem on the assumption that the vast majority (e.g. 80-90%) of the learning undertaken by student
members is based on formal instruction in a particular subject domain with a knowledge-rich curriculum,
timetabled lectures delivered by subject experts that essentially transmit content and providing access to
vast amounts of codified knowledge – in books and other texts. Other pedagogical strategies might be
employed to engage with other concepts of learning e.g. in problem-solving, project or field-based scenarios
but, in general, these are a minority feature of many teaching-learning strategies.
Organization’s whose purpose is not educational may adopt a very different conception of the way its
members learn. The 70:20:10 concept of learning in the workplace (18) is a widely used heuristic
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70:20:10 is a reference model that helps organisations extend their focus on learning and
development beyond the classroom and course-based eLearning out into the daily workflow and create
cultures of continuous learning and high performance. The model provides a mechanism to help re-focus
from learning (an input) to performance (an output). The 70:20:10 model simply describes learning as it
naturally happens as part of the daily workflow (70% of time/effort); through working and talking with
colleagues and experts (20% time/effort); through structured development activities (10% time/effort).
70:20:10 is not a hard and fast ‘rule’ it’s simply a reminder that 90 percent or more of an individual’s
learning and development occurs in their daily flow of work (19 p7 ). The 70:20:10 heuristic inspires the
concept of ‘workflow learning’ used by some developers to envision how individuals’ ecologies of practice
for learning and performance relate and connect to the learning ecosystem in real time (20).

Ecologies of practice for learning & performance
The development of an ecological/ ecosystems world view of human-environment interaction encourages
the concomitant development of ecological theory for the practices, learning and performances that occur
in such ecosystems. “In dynamical theories of complex systems, the fundamental unit of analysis is a
process……... It is in relation to the process that its participants are defined, as filling roles in that process” (3
p275). An ecology of practice for learning and / or performance is defined as the process that enables a
person to relate to and engage their world in particular ways to weave together the elements of their
ecology to achieve particular goals.
If we view organisations through an ecological/ecosystems lens it makes sense to consider behaviours like
work, learning and performance as ecological phenomenon. Harold Jarche has some interesting things to
say about the connection between work and learning in the contemporary world. “Being able to understand
emerging situations, see patterns, and co-solve problems are essential business skills. Learning is the
work”(21). I argue that being able to see and work with the opportunities emerging from complex situations
requires an ecological mind and skill set. Figure 6 provides a graphical representation of a framework that is
being developed to explain the ecological nature of practice,
Heuristics are approximate strategies or ‘rules
learning and performance (22, 23). It is based on narratives
of thumb’ for decision making and problem
of how people engage with the world in order to learn and
solving that do not guarantee a correct
perform in it in many different contexts and situations.
solution but that typically yield a reasonable
solution or bring one closer to hand… [they]
are usually thought of as shortcuts that allow
decisions or solutions to be reached more
rapidly and in conditions of incomplete or
uncertain information—often because they do
not process all the available information (24)

The heuristic encourages a holistic perspective on practice,
learning, creativity and performance as they are enacted and
emerge in particular environments, situations and
circumstances. It helps us visualize the dynamics of complex
self-determined, self-organized and self-regulated processes
for learning, creating and performing in the man-made ecosocial systems within which we work. It enables
us to appreciate how a person or persons, with everything they can bring to a situation, creates and weaves
together the different elements of their ecology including themselves, their purposes, contexts and
situations, processes, affordances or opportunities, relationships and resources, to achieve particular goals
in a particular environment.
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Figure 6 Heuristic to aid understanding of an ecology of practice for learning and performance (22,23) .
Learning can be the primary focus for practice or be a bi-product of performance. A companion Guide
shows how the heuristic might be used to aid reflection on an ecology of practice (25).

Thinking ecologically – situated learning
The ecologies we create for our practice, our learning and our performance are also the vehicles for our
thinking. Seeing ourselves as social organisms inhabiting a number of ecosocial systems across our everyday
lives, encourages us to think about our relationships and interactions with the world in an ecological way.
Our practice – what we do and think in a particular situation emerges from our interactions with and
responses to many things (the more obvious things are contained in the heuristic Figure 6) in very specific
social-cultural-material environments. We are thinking, performing and negotiating and creating meaning in
situ and the idea of an ecology of practice is entirely consistent with theories of situated cognition / learning
(26, 27, 28). Situated thinking (situated cognition) takes place in the same context in which it is applied.
Lave and Wenger (28) argue that learning in a social setting like work is a social process whereby knowledge
is co-constructed and used by the people who are directly involved in the work in the specific environment
within which work takes place. From a situated cognition perspective, learning occurs in a social setting
through dialogue with others in the community (27, 28). Learning emerges through a process of reflecting,
interpreting and negotiating meaning among participants engaged in related and connected work practices.
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Situated knowledge is obtained by the
processes described by Lave (29:21) as "way
in" and "practice." Way in involves a period of
observation in which a learner watches
someone who is more expert and makes a
first attempt at solving a problem. Practice is
refining and perfecting the use of acquired
knowledge in the same context (29: 21) and
perhaps extending it to other contexts.
Situated learning is not only reflecting upon
and drawing meaning from previous
experiences but is immersion in and with the
unfolding experience and subsequent
reflection on that experience. Situated
learning is at the core of an ecology of
practice but it is able to expand learning
beyond the immediate situation by reaching
out to gather information and help beyond
the immediate context, creating new
understanding that can be brought back and
acted upon in the original setting.

Principles of situated cognition (30)
Learning in context
• Thinking and learning are situated within particular contexts –
there is no such thing as learning that is not situated.
Learning as active participation in a community of practice
• People act and construct meaning within communities of practice
– collectives with shared purposes and related activities and
outcomes
• Learning is a dialectical process of interaction with other people,
tools and the physical and virtual world
Knowledge in action
• Knowledge is located in the actions of persons and groups
• Knowledge evolves as we participate in and negotiate our way
through new situations
Mediation of artefacts
• Cognition depends on and is mediated by a variety of artefacts
and tools – like language, culture, and the physical and virtual
tools we use to make or accomplish something
• Tools embody the history of culture. They enable or constrain
thought. They are powerful transmitters of culture
• Using tools in a certain manner implies adoption of a cultural
belief system about how the tool should be used
History
• Situations make sense within a historical context including the
past experiences and interactions of individuals and participants
in a group
Interactionism
• Just as situations shape individual cognition, individual thinking
and action shape the situation
Multiple identities
• People have multiple identities that can serve as tools for
thinking and acting. Our notion of self- of continuing identity
belonging to particular groups, is a constructed artefact

Because our learning is situated, we must put
ourselves into the relevant context, situation
and environment in order to learn. Our
ecology of practice is the means by which we
connect and relate to the context, situation, environment and the things that matter to us in the
environment. And as we learn we change.

“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” (31).
The Figure 7 cartoon by Tom Chalkley illustrates the idea of a person immersed in their environment and a
set of situations that enable them to learn. As our ancient ancestor interacts with his situations he observes
and gains information which eventually becomes a knowledge base that he can use in an imaginative way to
theorize what might happen if he acts in certain ways. The insights he gains through his situational learning
reveal that he knows he has the power to interact with and change his world in a way that is not helpful to
his existence and through this insight he can change his behaviour.
We are shown our ancestor passing on his wisdom to the next generation but the cartoon lacks the social
element of the situated cognition / learning. We have to imagine that he may well have discussed his
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observations and ideas with his friends and family who may have confirmed, refuted or added to his
observations and helped him draw conclusions.
Figure 7 Thinking ecologically – situated cognition with the permission of artist Tom Chalkley.

The cartoon illustrates the way in which we use our cognition to understand the world. When we explore
and try to understand and solve a challenging problem or encounter a situation that is new to us, we use our
perception, imagination and our reasoning in a powerful interplay. This can be represented as a continuum
(Figure 8) in which imagination has the potential to connect to both perception and reasoning in a pragmatic
and productive way (32). The situations we encounter or create provide the context, motivation and
inspiration for this productive way of thinking which generates the insights we need to perform and flourish.

Figure 8 The cognitive
continuum (32) – the part of
the continuum used by our
ancestor in Figure 7 is
highlighted.
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Our own ecologies of practice for learning and performance involve us in a similar cognitive process as our
ancestor used above. By observing and thinking about our own interactions with our material, social,
cultural environment as we work on problems, engage with challenges or develop opportunities, we access
and interpret information flows, perceive patterns, create knowledge and reason to understand
relationships and causes and effects in our dynamic, messy and emergent world.
The ecological paradigm of learning means that we cannot stop ourselves from developing as long as we
keep interacting with our environment. At the heart of this process is an ‘epistemology of practice’ (33, 34):
it is the basic process through which we come to know and understand a situation and the effects of our
actions. When encountering or creating a new situation the person:
•
•
•
•

Assesses it
Decides what action(s) to take in the short and longer term
Implements the action(s), assessing their effectiveness and modifying them when necessary
Reflect on their actions and their effects - through the feedback they receive they evaluate their
overall performance and impact and try to make better sense of their experience.

The ecology of practice heuristic shown in Figure 6 identifies the core features of interaction that are
associated with this epistemology of practice. At the core is a person(s) and all they can bring to a situation
interacting with their environment in a purposeful way. Purposes provide the motivation to initiate and
sustain our ecologies. Around the edges of the figure are the dimensions of our ecology as we act on our
assessment of the situation and implement our plan..

Seek, sense & share model of personal information flows
When we encounter a situation that we have to work with we have to access (sense) information flowing
from the situation in order to decide what action to take. At the heart of a learning ecology is the desire and
need to search for and find information and develop personal knowledge that is relevant to the particular
learning project, and to use this to develop understanding in order to perform. As we perform we share
what we have learnt through our practice and / or the artefacts we create. This essential process is captured
in the ‘Seek-Sense-Share’ model proposed by Harold Jarche (35, 36) a version of which is shown in Figure 9.
This model was developed for the concept of ‘personal knowledge management’ (PKM) through which
individuals build personal learning networks (PLN’s) (37) to access and interpret rich information flows using
social media platforms like facebook, twitter and linked in and feeds from selected blogs (see for example
Jane Harts daily routine 38). But, beyond PKM, the seek-sense-share model of behaviour is a core activity in
the process element of our ecologies of practice for learning and performance: it is fundamental to every
ecology for learning as illustrated in the two examples below. The three elements of the model are shown in
Figure 9 I have expanded it to include information flows from people and the environment as well as the
internet.
Seeking involves searching for information by tapping into information flows from the material, social or
virtual worlds we inhabit. Information can be derived from explicit codified sources or sources that are
deeply embodied in artefacts or people’s practices or hidden from view in their minds. Seeking can be
passive i.e. we connect to people, communities and social networks who share their knowledge freely and
wait with 'watchful anticipation' for something to emerge that is of interest or relevant to us, or it can be
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deliberate and active when we invest time and energy looking for particular information that has the
potential to be useful.
Sensing involves trying to make sense of the information we receive or find. We try to connect it to our own
understandings which we may need to alter in the process of reconstruction. It is all about creating meaning
and then perhaps learning to use what we have learnt. Sensing includes reflection and putting into practice
what we have learned. Often it requires experimentation, as we learn best by trying to apply what we have
learnt through doing something. As we make sense of information we create meaning – in the is process lies
the potential to create new value.
Sharing involves exchanging resources, ideas, and experiences with others as we interact with them or more
passively as we distribute the resources we have created through artefacts like books and articles, images,
websites, blogs, posts on social media, tools and any manner of things we have created. These resources
may be open or restricted access – the choice is ours.

Figure 9 Representation of the seek-sense-share model (34, 35) to show how individuals search for
information and filter and use it to create and share new meaning and value. Some of my own information
sources used in the production and validation of this document are shown.
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What does an ecology of practice (EoP) for learning & performance look like?
The short answer is that an EoP can take an infinite number of forms that reflect the infinite number of
practices.

Example 1: An individual’s EoP
A geologist making a geological map illustrates the form of an EoP when an individual interacts with their
environment without the significant involvement of other people. Only a brief description of the ecology of
practice is given here – a more complete analysis is given elsewhere (39).
Figure 10 Example of a geologist’s ecology of practice for learning and performance (39)

A geologist’s ecology of practice comprises themselves, their mind and body and all they can bring to the
situation as they relate to and interact with their environment. Their ecology includes them interacting
with a unique physical environment – the only place in the whole world where this particular map can be
made. It contains the materials (rocks) and other resources including the tools they need to make the
map. As they begin their project they enter a liminal space with all the uncertainty of not knowing. Their
ecology of practice affords the means of working in this liminal space and all the other intellectual and
psychological spaces they need in order to progress to a higher level of understanding.
Their ecology of practice includes their work activities and the methodologies and processes they employ
using specific tools and technologies. The seek-sense-share model (35, 36) of knowledge development
frames the geologists essential process (Figure 11): their main source of information is from the
environment itself – the landscape, rocks and structures they are able to observe. Before they enter the
field environment they will conduct research into what is already known. They gather the resources they
need, such as aerial or satellite photographs and topographic maps, and use these to make preliminary
assessments of the geology. When they enter the field environment, they will physically cover the ground,
gathering and processing lots of information through skillful actions like locating the position of a rock
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outcrop on a topographic map or aerial photograph, measuring the dip and strike of bedding or other
structures in rocks, breaking rocks and examining fresh surfaces with a hand lens and perhaps testing
them with dilute hydrochloric acid, photographing and sketching outcrops and annotating their sketches
with observations and
interpretations. In these actions
they are searching for geological
evidence that they can interpret
and to which they can give
meaning; meanings that have
been learnt through years of study
and practical experiences in a
range of environments.
Figure 11 Seek-Sense-Share model
of personal knowledge
management (35,36) applied to
the geologist making a geological
map.

A geologist’s ecology of practice provides him with access to the materials and information he needs to
accomplish his task and enables him to engage in a similar cognitive process as our ancient ancestor did
when he worked out the consequences of his actions on his world (Figure 12). The results of his situated
learning. The knowledge he develops is embodied in his continuing performance in the field and codified
in his maps which is the primary means by which he creates new value.
Figure 12 The cognitive process enabled by the geologist’s ecology of practice (37).
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Example 2: Collaborative ecology of practice in an organizational environment
Most work environments are full of people who are likely to have a significant influence on the way an
ecology of practice unfolds or is allowed to develop. It has been estimated (34) that between 80-90% of
learning was gained through work itself rather than more structured learning situations. (Such estimates
provide the evidence base for the 70:20:10 model of workplace learning). Learning occurs as individuals
interact with their own organisation as they try to work out what they need to do in order to perform and
how what they do fits in and connects to existing ways of doing things. If it doesn't fit into existing practices,
they need to work out what needs to be changed and how it needs to be changed. It is the organisational
context with its people, culture, structures and established habits that introduces complexity and challenge
into the learning process and demands attention to the situational learning required in order to perform.
In such socially complex situations, individual’s ecologies of practice for situated learning, performance and
perhaps the creation of new value, are revealed in the stories they tell about trying to accomplish something
difficult. Here are lightly edited extracts (40) from stories told by two colleagues working together to try to
bring about an educational innovation. Linda (not her real name) a senior lecturer, with expertise in the
fashion industry, works collaboratively with Mike (not his real name), an instructional designer from the
university's central e-Development Centre (EDC) collaborated over about twelve months to develop an
innovative on-line course comprising 12 Professional Development Units (PDU's) for people working in the
fashion industry. Linda had never designed an on-line course before so she was venturing into entirely new
territory as all pioneers do.
Linda's story
I used the [market] research that we had done and discussed with the head of school …the headings we
would put together to begin to develop the short courses. I had to find external people to help with
writing content. My strongest feeling was that I needed to provide a framework for the people to work
with….I worked with Mike in the e-Development Centre quite extensively on trying to develop this
effective way of delivering taught modules online and trying to put together a framework for the
externals.
I found these [external] people [using] my own contacts and appealing to people’s better nature…I worked
very closely with them. They came into the university at certain strategic times throughout the
development and a lot of email communication took place with them sending me materials and me
checking it and going back to them with feedback. Really time consuming for me in terms of head space
and having to pull myself out of my daily job, my normal responsibilities and doing this on top of that.
I was getting six hours relief from my normal duties. Six hours doesn’t reflect in any way, shape or form
the amount of time that I put into developing these twelve short courses that were to be accredited by
the university all at once with externals helping for some of them and not for others. I was doing a
considerable amount of reading through materials and feeding back during my own time in the evenings
and weekends. Without that, it would not have happened. But I felt very strongly if we can market them in
the right way they would be successful…..
It was a constant battle because I always felt as though I was having to push other departments and other
areas of the university to give me answers to questions that I had. It always felt as though the answers
didn’t exist at that point in time, but I needed them. I needed to know answers to certain questions and I
needed sometimes some kind of framework for me to be working within and none existed. I eventually
got a hold of the guidelines for developing professional development units from our quality department,
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but I had no knowledge of that prior to poking and pushing and constantly asking for that information. I
was actually quite aggrieved at the time that that existed and I hadn’t been alerted to the fact…
Once I had got past that initial stage of putting the drafts of the units together, things began to roll and I
began to discover who I could at least go and say ‘Look I have this question, who can I ask? Who is going to
answer it for me? I need answers.’ I think I probably began perhaps to become a little bit annoying for
some people because I kept saying ‘I need an answer’ and ‘I need to know.’
Some of the most difficult issues, I would say, were managing the externals because some of them didn’t
have huge experience of teaching.....it was very difficult to find people that could actually do this with me.
I chose them based on their expertise in the areas that I wanted the content developed around. So I was
having to sort of coach them in learning and teaching as we were going, plus trying to help them
understand how their material was going to be used online and the amount of discussion on text that was
required of them rather than just bullet point teaching.
I was having to be a subject person - most of these [PDU's] are in an area that I can apply my expertise to. I
was having to be a learning and teaching person and an online education person, working with Mike and
others from the EDC. Initially it was a couple of conversations that I was going to be doing this and
understanding that a clear framework would need to be put in place and how online teaching and learning
would be different to in-class teaching and learning. They explained to me the most important aspects to
consider in on-line leaning. I gradually spent more and more time with the people from EDC, particularly
Mike, and asked for their feedback on what I was developing and what the externals were developing with
me. They got more and more involved in it because they really believed in what I was doing once the
momentum got going. They sort of started to understand what I was trying to achieve from my
perspective and then they saw the potential in that and gave me more and more time. Their time was
then really important to the success of the project because without them helping me so much, I wouldn’t
have achieved the outcomes. I felt like I had made some friends there and they were going to help me get
through this if no one else was. They were incredibly supportive. It wasn’t uncommon for Mike and I to
both be online at 11 o’clock at night talking back and forth and looking at the units online and discussing
areas of the unit that were strong or not so strong, that needed a bit of work, a bit of development,
changing things, ‘What do you think of this?’ It wasn’t uncommon for us to be doing that in the evenings
because of our own personal motivations.
[The development project] was a huge learning curve for me and because at certain times I was quite
vocal about the fact that I wasn’t getting answers and I was quite persistent and tenacious about sorting
things out and getting through this project. I was just tenacious in the fact that I will get this done and I
will find the help somewhere and someone will give me the answers I need because I have to do this...
and there were I think two occasions when… and I am being really honest now. Two times in the year
when I said ‘I have had enough. No one else is as driven as I am about completing these PDUs so I give up.’
You know, those moments of kind of this is just so frustrating and no one else seems to be as bothered as I
am so why am I doing it. Actually, this is only my own personal motivation that is making this happen, so
why am I so worried? But the next day was a new day and I continued to work on it because I know I am
not really going to give up on doing this. I was venting frustrations and trying to I guess not get attention
but get people to respond to me and find a way through.
Mike's story
I worked with a number of academics to help them develop their on-line courses targeted at the
professional market. One of the people I worked with was Linda in the Fashion Department. She had a
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fairly good idea of how she wanted to structure the units in terms of how the content would be delivered
and also in terms of some of the learning activities that the students would participate in. Where I came in
was then to look at how that actually translates into online content, …..how you guide the students
through the materials, how you make it accessible, how you stage and present particular events.
I went into discussions with Linda particularly at first over the unit that she wrote herself. She was at the
forefront of this area of development: she was the first person [in the university] to actually get a unit
developed. I looked at what originally was a word document map of how she wanted the activities to
occur, and sat down and discussed with her how that might be better structured in terms of the activity
points that happen throughout it, where you might place the assessment tasks, like the formative and final
assessment tasks. And then, because what we’d worked on as a team was getting a look and feel and
format for how the content goes online, I worked with her word document plans and putting that up
online, putting the content in the correct places. Together we created the detailed design and content
Linda typing directly the stuff online or I took ideas of hers and put it up for her, putting the online tools
into the correct place. And between us, moving things within her unit until it felt like there was a
structure that would guide the students through structured study. And the work on Linda's unit kept
going on for a long time because that was the one we were really trying to refine as an exemplar. So it was
a highly co-creative process and the work we did then helped us to establish a template and a guide for
how other PDUs could be developed and written across the university...which has proved very useful.
Collaborative ecology of practice
The first point to make is that the two people involved were experienced educational professionals working
in a work environment that was familiar to them. They co-participated in a development project was to not
only learn how to bring about the innovation they were seeking but to change their university's systems and
practices. The university supported their pioneering work as part of its own strategic change agenda and
challenge assumptions about 'this is the way we do things here’. The narratives reveal the organic way in
which the wonderfully productive and emotionally supportive relationships grew between colleagues from
different parts of an organisation who shared the same belief in the investments that were being made.
Both Linda and Mike had clear proximal and distal goals. Both wanted to develop the best possible on-line
course and both wanted to develop themselves professionally. Both were intrinsically driven by their
interests and beliefs in the value and potential of what they were trying to accomplish.
Figure 13 Ecology of practice heuristic for a collaborative learning enterprise involving two people
Using the heuristic (Figure 13) as reference
we might elaborate the main features of
Linda's ecology of practice for the purpose of
learning how to make and eventually
implement an innovative on-line course. The
contexts were 1) the university’s strategic
development project (SDP) which was trying
to stimulate bottom-up innovation by
providing additional resources to teachers to
give them time to work on their projects.
Without this support the work would not
have been undertaken. A second context was
the ambition of Linda’s school to create new courses for people working in industry and a third context was
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the e-Development Centre’s desire to encourage the development of on-line courses and for Linda it was
developing herself by doing something she had not done before. Like all situated learning through work it
had to happen in this particular place in these particular circumstances with these particular people. Linda
was knowledgeable about her field and the people in it who could help her but she had no prior experience
in designing on-line courses. In taking on her challenge she entered a liminal space that was betwixt and
between her current knowledge and capability and the knowledge and skill she needed to innovate. She
created new intellectual and physical spaces to explore possibilities, inquire, research, problem solve, design
and experiment.
The university provided the key affordance through its strategic development programme which set out a
vision for change and provided funding for staff who wanted to contribute to this change. There were also
affordances in the environments of the two participants for example, Linda's network of professionals
working in industry provided the knowledge content for the on-line courses while Mike and the members of
his team had undertaken a research project to create a high-quality framework for the design of on-line
learning which Linda was able to use.
Relationships were critical to the success of the project. Linda's narrative reveals her professional
relationship with her colleague Mike was essential to learning how to design a high-quality on-line course.
Beyond the technical support, he gave important emotional support when Linda was on the verge of giving
up. This is an important benefit of good collaborative relationships in sustaining an ecology of practice when
the going is tough. Linda also drew on her network of experts from the fashion industry, their contributions
were essential for the credibility of the on-line course. Finally, Linda’s head of school also provided valuable
support and encouragement to ensure the project was completed.
Resources: Time is often the most important resource in a learning project. The university provided Linda
with some (but not all) of the time she needed for her project which she subsidized with her own time. The
collaborators draw on their own embodied knowledge and experiences. Through her external contacts Linda
found knowledgeable practitioners who were willing to share their knowledge to produce the content for
the course. She developed tools and frameworks (mediating artefacts) to enable them to contribute. With
the help of Mike (her most important resource) she developed a framework (design tool) to guide the design
and production of-online content. The tool was underpinned by the research Mike has previously
undertaken. They used IT tools to create the content and used a range of communication tools to interact at
a distance and outside normal office hours.
Although the process was task-oriented significant new learning and personal development were gained in
the process. Linda's learning trajectory shows that she knew little about designing for the on-line
environment at the start, but with the help of Mike and other colleagues she designed and later facilitated
the on-line course that became a model for best practice within the institution.
Processes: Linda had a vision of what she and her department wanted to achieve but she lacked essential
knowledge and skill so she sought help from a knowledgeable practitioner in another department. Together
they combined their knowledge and expertise to create a collaborative ecology of practice to achieve their
goal. Linda scanned her environment for information that would be useful. She undertook market research
to find out whether such a course would be viable. She sought and secured the help of expert practitioners
in the fashion industry who were in her personal network of contacts. After finding contributors she
designed a framework for the content and coached and supported them, providing feedback on their
contributions. With Miles help she became a skilled content editor and producer and learnt how to upload
her courses to the portal. She had to engage and persuade the managers of some of the university’s systems
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that could not accommodate her innovation to adapt/develop their systems. She had to ensure that the
designs met the university’s standards criteria for professional courses. All this activity created a platform
for the implementation of the course which happened a few months after platform was created. This
involved the creation of another ecology of practice.
Figure 14 Linda and Mike’s collaborative ecology of practice for learning and innovation

The narrative reveals something of the dynamics, messiness and emotion of developing new social practice
that is significantly different to what has been before. Anyone who has tried to bring about significant
change in a university will recognise the elements of the story. Linda highlights a number of tensions as she
encountered resistance or barriers to what she wanted to achieve. In some areas of organisational practice
her innovation conflicted with current practice. Such areas of local contentious practice are common where
bottom-up innovation encounters structures and procedures that were never designed for new practice
emerging through innovation. These areas have to be resolved often with the aid of independent brokers
who have the power and authority to overcome the barriers to change. Such people helped Linda to
complete her work and without their help she might not have succeeded.
Engaging in innovation can be a very lonely business and its clear that Linda was on the point of giving up on
more than one occasion but she didn't. With the support of her colleague she continued. The narrative
reveals her will to succeed and her agency to imagine, implement and manage a strategy to achieve her
goals with the help of people who were more knowledgeable than she was about some aspects of the
project. In the process of achieving her goal she developed her capability and performance. At the end of
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the process of development Linda could demonstrate that not only had she achieved her goal to create an
innovative new course to engage entirely new markets, she had also developed herself in the process: she
now knew how to design a high quality on-line course, which she couldn't do at the start of her project.
Innovation not only leads to achievement it fundamentally changes us - we innovate ourselves and through
our new found abilities and confidence we are not afraid to do it again.
Linda and Mike’s productive and supportive working relationship has the attributes of a collective (41,42).
Collectives are made up of people who generally share values and beliefs about the world and their place in
it, who value participation over belonging and who engage in a set of shared practices. A collective is a
group of people with different skills and talents that through collaboration produce a result greater than the
sum of its parts. They are not solely defined by shared intention, action, or purpose rather, they are defined
by an active engagement with the process of learning: people belong in order to learn and perform.

The way we create new value through our ecologies of practice
“every practitioner has to improvise his or her own passage through the array of tasks the performance
entails…… the wellsprings of creativity lie, not inside people’s heads but in their attending upon a world in
formation” (43: 124).
The act of implementing an ecology of practice is an act of creation, indeed it is probably our most
important, but largely unrecognized, act of creativity as we relate, connect and weave together in a
dynamic, resourceful and productive way, ideas, objects, people, events, spaces and a multitude of things to
perform and learn. This process of weaving is a type of creative performance. Furthermore, the outcome
from an ecology of practice is always something new – like a performance, the resolution of a problem, an
idea or insight, an artefact, or new understanding that perhaps leads to new practice.
If we accept the argument that learning and practice are ecological phenomenon then creativity must also
be an ecological phenomenon emerging from and through an ecology of practice. John Dewey (36) believed
that action and creativity are brought together through human experience, defined precisely by the
interaction between a person and their environment: “When we experience something, we act upon it, we
do something with it; then we suffer or undergo the consequences. We do something to the thing and then it
does something to us in return” (44:146). Dewey developed this argument into a model (Figure 15) to
describe what happens when a person interacts with their environment to create new value.
“Action starts…… with an impulsion and is directed toward fulfillment. In order for action to constitute
experience though, obstacles or constraints are needed. Faced with these challenges, the person experiences
emotion and gains awareness (of self, of the aim, and path of action). Most importantly, action is structured
as a continuous cycle of “doing”(actions directed at the environment) and “undergoing” (taking in the
reaction of the environment). Under-going always precedes doing and, at the same time, is continued by it. It
is through these interconnected processes that action can be taken forward and become a “full”
experience”(45:2-3).
Carl Rogers captures the ecological dynamics of how creativity contributes to a world in formation in his
concept of a creative process, “the emergence in action of a novel relational product growing out of the
uniqueness of the individual on the one hand, and the materials, events, or circumstances of their life” (46:
350). This is a highly situated concept of creativity in which an individual’s agency is harnessed in their
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thinking and actions as they try to achieve something in particular contexts and situations, in their particular
environment.
Figure 15 Figure 1 Summary
of Dewey’s model of human
experience within which
human creativity emerges
(45)

What is missing from John
Dewey’s insightful heuristic
is the detail of individuals’
actions, interactions, and
emergence of effects and
undergoing: such details
are left for each of us to
complete. Here we enter
the realm of what anthropologist Tim Ingold calls – the ‘life of lines’. The traces we make as we interact in
our unique ways with our material and non-material world as we weave and knot together particular things
to create new meaning, performances and cultural artefacts (Figure 2).
Figure 2
Representation of the
trace of an individual’s
actions, interactions,
effects and
undergoing within
Dewey’s heuristic

Earlier I provided an illustration of how the geologist’s ecology of practice is used to construct his lines
through his material world in order to make a geological map which ‘emerges in action’ as a ‘novel relational
product[s]’ growing out of his efforts as he interacts with his environment. We might also take this article
and the companion Guide as other examples of this emergent highly contextualized process of creating lines
with particular meaning through a landscape of ideas.
‘Weaving’ is a useful and meaningful metaphor when considering the lines we make through an ecology of
practice and the learning and creativity that emerge through the relationships and interactions within it. The
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components of an ecology of practice are woven together by the maker(s) in acts that are part planned and
deliberate and part emergent and opportunistic as new affordances are recognized and acted upon. The
process creates, in material, cognitive and emotional senses entirely new relationships, interactions and
meanings for the maker which might, in time, also become meaningful for the organisation.
Through their ecology of practice, the elements of a geologist's cognition and bodily actions are woven
together in a merry dance through field, laboratory and office environments, and through many different
activities (skilful mapping, observing and recording, gathering and processing of complex information,
writing, cartographic drawing, discussions with peers and much more). The knowledge and understanding
developed through these interactions is codified in the domain specific artefacts that are made: his maps
and reports (39).
As we witnessed in the second example, a person’s ecologies of practice do not stand in isolation: they can
and do connect, interfere and become woven into the ecologies of others. When people work together with
purposes they share, their individual ecologies are woven into a collective ecology whose power to learn
and perform is significantly more than the individual parts.
Complex ecosocial systems (like and organisation, education system or city) need skilful weavers. Key
actors/agents/brokers “engage in an intentional interweaving of people and resources precisely to create
moments of encounter and interdependence …. knitting, weaving, threading together the trajectories of
inhabitants, making and remaking niches within the wider ecosystem which the … inhabitants in turn come
to make and remake” (47).

Developing ecological awareness
Programmed into every human being is a need to understand themselves and the effects of their thinking
and actions on the world. This type of learning or self-awareness enables us to perform better and create
better versions of ourselves and feel more fulfilled as we appreciate the way we can influence our own
destiny. Self-awareness is key to understanding that we are all implicated and involved in an ecological
world of practice and learning, and to think and practice with such ecological awareness we must become
cartographers and analyzers of our own experiences. Experiences that become ever more complex. In the
words of Harold Jarche (21):
• Our world is getting more complex as everything gets connected.
• Complex problems require more implicit knowledge.
• Implicit knowledge can only be shared through conversations & observation.
• Collaborative and distributed work is the norm.
• Knowledge-sharing and narration of work make implicit knowledge more visible.
• Transparent work processes foster innovation.
• Learning is part of work, not separate from it.
To which we might usefully add
• “We learn from reflecting on experience”(John Dewey – 48:78)
The idea of mapping our ecologies of practice for learning and performance (49) contribute to an
environment and culture in which ‘narrating work to make implicit knowledge more visible’ and making
work processes ‘more transparent to foster innovation,’ are more likely.
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Gaining a foothold in the landscape of learning ecologies
The LILA background paper (50) talks about “gaining a footing in the landscape of ecologies: What are
ecologies? In what ways can an ecological framework expand the way we understand how to best position
our people, their work, and their development in the
transforming world? What are the components of
learning ecologies?” I hope that my contributions will
enable you to gain at least a foothold in a landscape that
is still poorly understood. I liken the situation to the
geologist who looks onto a new landscape for the first
time with little knowledge of the rocks it contains, how
they came to be or the potential they hold. The only
way he can discover these things is to dive in and become immersed, deeply connected and indivisible with
‘his’ landscape. To see and feel it as if it is part of himself, subjectively experiencing it from the inside as well
as objectively observing and recording it from the outside. His process as a natural scientist is ecological – it
combines and integrates (weaves together) the sensual and emotional experience of being human with the
detached analytical mindset of the scientist to produce a new novel relational product – his geological map.
How does the geologist gain a foothold in a landscape that is unknown to him?
His first step is to perceive - observe the landscape and materials in it, experience and sense the information
flows, and accurately record what is observed. Secondly, it is to reason with the information he has gathered
and connect up the pieces in order to create a foundation of factual knowledge. Thirdly, he uses his
imagination in a productive partnership with perception and reason, to create deeper understandings by
conceptualizing, theorizing and speculating – moving beyond the factual to grapple with what might be. This
is also our individual and collective task as we try to gain a footing in this
landscape of learning ecologies.
And just like the geologist, to understand the landscape of learning
ecologies we must dive in, experience the messiness of learning as we
practice and perform in our work and pay attention to the details of
ourselves as we interact with the world. We must become the mental
cartographers of our own experiences mapping our processes and our
effects on the world as we perform and the first stage is to develop selfawareness by making physical maps of our experiences. The companion
Guide to this article introduces this idea and provides some simple
techniques (49).
I have just completed the editing of a book with Ron Barnett called
‘Ecologies for Learning and Practice: Emerging Ideas, Sightings, and Possibilities. At the end of the book we
tried to draw some of the strands together and our thoughts are relevant here (51).
A learning ecology is connected with, and itself connects, sites of learning, both formal and informal
learning, and thus has no definite set of boundaries of its own. Learning ecologies have a life
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of their own, growing and developing as participation evolves. Matters unfold at every scale of time. At a
personal level, individuals put themselves into new situations and grapple with the unfamiliarity that they
encounter by drawing on the resources that they perceive are available, from wherever they might have
been derived, even if from a far-flung domain. Something experienced long ago, in some hazy form, and in
a different setting, may just come in handy, and one learns how to adapt or repurpose what was learnt so
as to survive and even to flourish in the new situation (50:224)
This straddling characteristic of a learning ecology, its impulse to make connections between instances of
learning—actual and potential—brings strengths and weaknesses. The strengths lie in its capacity to aid
growth and create value. What was previously unattached becomes connected and imbued with new
meaning so that it becomes valuable in a new and different context. The weakness lies in the sense that
there is fragility here. Connections may not be made; matters may go awry, and there [may be] general
embarrassment or worse…….it just might all unravel and quite quickly at that. But does this matter? In a
world that is forever in formation, what does matter is that learning, and what a person can do with it, fits
the circumstance, no matter how temporary. If it works, it opens to its ecological [presence and] potential
(50: 224).
[But] the flourishing of learning ecologies is always in doubt, always a negotiation—and often a fraught
negotiation—between the will of persons (both singly and in their groups) and the circumstances that
surround them. Sometimes it comes off, and definite progress is made and the pieces of the jigsaw seem
to come together to form a satisfying picture, at least to those at the centre of the learning ecology in
question. But, at other times, the learning venture comes unstuck, or even worse, as the way is blocked by
powerful agencies or just through serendipitous circumstances (a key person moves away, the employer
takes umbrage, the state becomes overly anxious, the world does not seem to care) (50:228-29).
Practice, then, seldom makes perfect. The world, the 21st century world, is too fraught, messy, and
structured with power to allow that. But practice never makes perfect. There is always more to learn,
more ways in which to flourish, to grow, [to create new value and] help the world to be a better place. In
the end, then, the idea of learning ecologies summons each member of the human race—singly and in
their groups—to the tribunal of affordances What opportunities have you had to realise your hopes and
ambitions? To what extent did you take advantage of them, even if matters went against you? And to
what extent did you create your own possibilities in the world? In short, as well as being a matter of the
will and the imagination, the matter of learning ecologies is a matter of individual, collective, and social
responsibility. It should not be ducked (50:229).
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