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1 Introduction
What should the educational landscape of the future look like? What types
of institutions, spaces and places for learning should we see develop? Where,
and with whom, should learning happen? Our argument in this paper is that,
if we are interested in achieving a fully personalised education system
designed around the needs, interests and aspirations of each learner, then
we need to challenge a number of fundamental assumptions which have
historically underpinned the organisation of education:
• First, we need to challenge the assumption that expertise and knowledge
reside only within the walls of the educational institution, and to ask instead,
what might be gained from tapping into the resources that exist in the wider
community and within the networks that people are already connected to?
• Second, we need to challenge the assumption that ‘learning’ and
‘schooling’ are different words for the same thing, and to ask instead what
different approaches to and models of learning are also in evidence today
in people’s work and leisure lives?
• Third, we need to challenge the assumption that the most ‘equitable’
education systems are those which offer a one-size-fits-all approach,
and instead examine how the recognition of learners’ diverse voices and
experiences can enhance inclusion, aspiration and achievement through
the creation of personalised educational trajectories.

In this paper, we argue that we need to move away from the institutionalised
logic of the school as factory, to the network logic of the learning community.
Indeed, we need to move beyond the concept of ‘extended schools’ - whereby
schools extend the range of services they provide – towards a notion of
extending learning, whereby learning institutions rethink the possibilities
around what can be learnt, where learning can happen and who is involved
in the learning process. What this paper implies is that it will not be possible
to personalise education whilst maintaining a conception of learning as
happening only in certain places, under certain assessment regimes and
involving certain people. Instead, we suggest that rather than continuing to
build a system based upon the ‘megastructures’ of schools, universities and
a national curriculum, we need to move to a system organised through more
porous and flexible learning networks that link homes, communities and
multiple sites of learning.
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• Finally, as digital resources increasingly offer opportunities for
networked, collaborative and distributed learning and interaction,
we need to challenge the assumption that the easiest and most costeffective approach to organising learning is within the walls of the school.

03

2 Why learning networks?
Why learning networks? Because social, technical and leisure life is
increasingly organised around networks
The metaphor (and reality) of the network has come to be seen as epitomising
the social, economic and technological changes of the last 30 years. Castells1,
for example, argues that the network is now the fundamental underpinning
structure of social organisation – and that it is in and through networks – both
real and virtual - that life is lived in the 21st century. This perspective is also
advocated by social commentators such as Demos2, who argue that networks
are the “most important organisational form of our time”, and that, by
harnessing what they describe as ‘network logic’, the ways we view the
world and the tools we use for navigating and understanding it, will change
significantly. The ability to understand how to join and build these networks,
the tools for doing so and the purpose, intention, rules and protocols that
regulate use and communications, therefore, become increasingly important
skills. This concept of the ‘network society’ calls into question what it means
to be ‘educated’ today – what new skills, what new ways of working and
learning, what new knowledge and skills will be required to operate in and
through these networks? It requires us to ask whether our current education
system, premised not upon networks but upon individualised acquisition of
content and skills, is likely to support the development of the competencies
needed to flourish in such environments3?
Why learning networks? Because learning, in most sites, is already about
networks, collaboration and connection
Educational and social research is increasingly making a case for a new
understanding of learning processes that acknowledges their often networked,
collaborative and connected properties. For example, the importance of the
social and cultural ‘situatedness’ of learning and the power of collaboration
and communication in developing meaningful experiences are recognised by
many psychologists and researchers4. Such researchers argue that connection
and collaboration play important and complex roles in learning processes and
knowledge acquisition. For example, they argue that:

Social software
Towards
new learning
and learning
networks

• higher order functions arise through social interactions
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• knowledge is socially constructed between learners and experts,
not simply ‘acquired’ or ‘delivered’
• learning is understood to be more powerful when actively scaffolded
by expert others
• progress is greater when learning focuses upon collaborative rather than
independent problem solving5.

Other researchers emphasise the distributed nature of knowledge and the
need to acknowledge the ‘webs of knowledge’ created in the social process
of learning6. Others, again, argue that learning occurs best when individuals
are active participants in communities of practice7, sharing mutual interests,
collaborating and exchanging resources in order to find solutions to shared
problems or areas of interest. From a very different perspective, James
Surowiecki, in ‘The Wisdom of Crowds’8, contends that large groups of
people can be collectively more effective at problem solving, undertaking
innovation and decision making than individuals or elite groups. Learning
from the distributed intelligence and knowledge of large groups, he argues,
represents a more powerful way to learn than in isolation or within rigid and
hierarchical relationships.

Why learning networks? Because social mobility and social capital are
achieved through building and mobilising networks of expertise
The question ‘why learning networks’ is also answered by commentators
arguing not only for more ‘effective’ or ‘efficient’ acquisition of knowledge
and expertise, but by those who view educational practice as a process of
developing identity, citizenship and society. Writers such as Freire11, for
example, contend that learning should be community-focused and have at
its heart issues of collaboration and knowledge exchange in order to empower
learners to become responsible and autonomous citizens. This approach
suggests that education should focus on learners as subjects rather than as
objects within a system. This changes the emphasis of education and requires
the development of learning episodes for pupils that have dialogue and
communication as core features. From this perspective there is a far greater
emphasis on networked rather than linear models of learning, and on
providing culturally relevant, experiential and purposeful learning episodes,
rather than the consumption of abstract knowledge in environments alien to
that in which the knowledge was both created and will be applied in the future.
Moll12 contends that educators need to have a more complete understanding of
learners, their skills, and the wider resources they have access to, and argues
that a system that fails to account for individuals’ complex social circumstances
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Whilst it is not the intention of this report to go into any great detail about
such theories and their implications for the future of education9, it is enough
to note that there is growing consensus around the need to support the
development of expert networks and communities of learning to support
effective learning. As the University of the First Age10 argues in a recent
report, “deep learning flourishes where you build connecting relationships”.
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is one that will entrench inequalities. As such, he advocates exploring and
levering the skills, expertise and informal learning that occurs in learners’
homes and cultural backgrounds - but which is recognised in the formal
context – and to value and incorporate it as the basis for more formal learning
practices. He contends that in doing this, educators increase the mechanisms
for participation, account for diversity and are predisposed to produce relevant
and engaging learning experiences and challenges. This approach has been
shown to be effective for engaging groups who are disaffected or alienated from
mainstream education. Once these local networks have been established and
better utilised then there is a greater likelihood that learners can tap into other
distributed social networks with which they can be connected as a result of
developing assets and social capital13.
From a slightly different perspective, West-Burnham and Otero14 argue that
a central role of the education system is one of creating and mobilising
learners’ social capital. Social capital15 is a term commonly used in the
political arena in relation to developing community cohesion. It refers to the
actual and potential resources that individuals can mobilise in the pursuit of
a particular task, set of activities or processes. They talk of the need to shift
our thinking away from notions of school improvement driven by schools
acting as disconnected institutions to focus instead on developing institutions
that create and sustain inter-connected educational communities:
“If academic standards are to be raised in a sustainable way, and broader
educational aspirations achieved, then educationists will have to see their
role in creating social capital rather than just improving classroom
practice.” (West-Burnham16)
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As such, the processes of working with learners to map out their funds of
knowledge, and engaging them in dialogue about their learning, their social
resources and their aspirations, essentially amounts to working with learners
in order to help them utilise their cultural and social capitals.
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From these perspectives, learning networks can be considered networks
which identify learners’ existing resources, tools and expertise and which are
mobilised to support learners to develop active and empowered relationships
to learning.

Why learning networks? Full personalisation cannot be achieved through
schools disconnected from communities
Finally, the question ‘why learning networks’ is becoming increasingly
pressing as educators attempt to reconfigure the education system to better
reflect the needs and interests of learners (in other words, the attempt to
‘personalise’ education17). This shift in the philosophy and organisation of
education entails developing a more dynamic system that offers learners
greater choice and more diversity in learning options and approaches, rather
than offering a one-size-fits-all approach. As such, it raises the question:
What are the best ways of understanding learners so that we can build upon
their prior learning and interests?
To answer this question requires an examination of the mechanisms currently in
place to listen the voice of the learner18 and to explore and understand their social
and cultural backgrounds when designing educational services and approaches.
The personalisation agenda requires that we better understand how to engage
with, build upon and mobilise learners’ existing skills and dispositions.
Currently most discussions about increasing learner ‘choice’ and ‘voice’
are focused around giving learners a greater variety of routes through
predetermined and predefined subjects and curriculum content. However,
a truly personalised system requires that learners will not only have greater
choice and influence over the pace, style and content of learning but that
they are also supported to become active partners in developing their own
educational pathways and experiences.
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To do this to any significant degree, however, and on any economy of
scale, will require a much wider diversity of learning opportunities than
are currently available, and a much wider diversity of learning practices,
resources and tools. It will require the education system not only to
understand how best to mobilise its own resources but also to harness the
diverse and multiple sites of expertise and learning that exist outside the
school walls. Full personalisation will require the creation of powerful
learning networks.
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The Government’s Extended Schools19 initiative encourages schools to
work in partnerships with local providers, other schools and agencies to
extend services they provide. This theoretically offers more opportunities
for ties with learner’s families, their culture and communities. However, the
personalisation agenda requires an extension of this concept: from ‘extended
schools’ to ‘extending learning’. In other words, extending the diversity and
range of learning possibilities on the basis of utilising human, social and
cultural resources within a learner’s local community. It requires that we
explore new ways of incorporating what learners already know, the skills
they have and resources they can draw upon to co-create more relevant
learning pathways. This means considering and ascribing status to the
diverse range of learning that occurs outside school and developing new
arrangements and relationships that might differ from those currently on
offer. As Hargreaves20 argues, embedding learner voice requires a “new
cultural attitude”. We therefore need to consider:
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How can we develop a learning landscape that can fully respond to
the needs of learners and present them with a more diverse range of
educational choices?
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3. Where are the building blocks for new
learning networks?
If there is increasing urgency in the need for a shift towards a ‘networked’
learning environment, we need to ask what sites and practices can be
included in these networks. We need to ask the fundamental questions:
What counts as learning? What can we value as expertise?
In popular parlance ‘learning’ is something that happens in schools,
at desks, when reading books or looking up information. We only need
to watch television or read the paper on a regular basis to see how often
learning is equated with the practices of schooling. What’s more, in these
representations there is a gradual association of learning with particular
places and with particular ideas, practices and, in some cases, emotions.
And yet, to associate learning only with what happens in schools is to
overlook the fuller spectrum of activities and experiences that constitute
learning in its broadest sense.
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Learning experiences are offered in a range of places and institutions other
than schools: figures suggest there may be anywhere between 50,000 to
170,000 home-educated children in the UK21, for example. Our villages,
towns and cities are dotted with libraries, museums and galleries offering
opportunities to explore and access our scientific and cultural heritage.
Learning occurs in colleges, the workplace, local societies, clubs and other
institutions. It occurs in the home, the local community, online, within
cultural groups, amongst friends and peer groups. Learning can also be
intentional, unintentional, serendipitous and incidental, banal, everyday
and elementary. It is also the expertise developed through the passions and
specialisations of day-to-day life and personal development in all its forms the process of change and experience.
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We have only to examine our own experiences, for example, to challenge the
association of learning with schooling. When did we last ‘figure out how to
do something’; when did we last ‘solve a problem’; when did we last ‘help
someone to do something’; when did we last ‘get to grips with an idea’? All
these can be considered moments of learning. Indeed, it is in many such ways
and situations that people are motivated to engage in meaningful and diverse
activities that lead to powerful, authentic and memorable learning experiences.
These diverse sites, experiences and opportunities, we want to suggest,
are the building blocks for new learning networks.

Historically, however, these experiences and opportunities – because
they take place outside school - have been dismissed as ‘aberrant’ or
‘inappropriate’ learning experiences, seen as superfluous leisure activities,
or simply overlooked and ignored by policy makers. And yet, if we want to
understand learners, if we want to build education systems premised upon
dialogue, if we want to connect with the multiple sources of expertise and
knowledge that can create the diverse learning pathways necessary for
personalisation, then we need to undestand how to value and build upon
these different sites, experiences and forms of expertise outside the school
gates. We need to ask:

Towards new learning networks

How might educators’ build upon these learning experiences rather than
‘relegate’ or ‘devalue’ them as trivial or insignificant?
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4. The choices for the formal education system
Hughes22 argues that schools have a number of options and act in numerous
ways in response to the vast pool of learning experiences, knowledge
resources and opportunities that exist outside formal learning institutions.
Below, we set out four scenarios to help illustrate and characterise the range
of possible responses23 to the question we have just posed.
First, schools might continue to largely overlook learning occurring outside
their walls. It might be argued that this is a model often taken by formal
learning institutions, with teachers feeling there is little time or room to
deviate from the curriculum or other key priority areas for which they are
held accountable. The concern here would be that there are clearly missed
opportunities to build links between learners, between school and community,
and between different forms of knowledge, and in failing to do so formal
education may appear increasingly abstract to many learners and parents.
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A second response is to try to change the learning practices that take place
outside schools, and to make them more like those which occur in school.
In other words, educators may attempt to identify and potentially ally with other
sites of learning (homes, community youth groups) in order to promote formal
learning approaches and to transmit the ethos and values of the school. There is
little doubt that such moves can be perceived to have positive effects, particularly
in relation to standards and attendance. This is partly because parents learn
more about what their children are doing in school and how best to support their
formal education, but also because learners have more opportunities to practice
and understand the subjects, skills and processes of formal learning outside of
the school setting. New technology is often mobilised to support these activities,
with the internet and CD-Roms used to extend formal learning further into the
domestic sphere, offering a range of possibilities whereby learners and their
parents can access the pupils’ work or teacher-designed extension materials.
However, this ‘curricularisation’ of the home or non-formal setting does not
necessarily seek to build upon and harness wider skills that people may have
or can access. The emphasis is still firmly on valuing formal learning above other
forms, and such approaches might also be more argued to benefit those children
and parents who are better placed to already understand and fully participate in
the processes and practices of formal education.
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A third response is to develop ways to bring home learning into the school. This
happens to some degree in most schools and whilst such actions can clearly have
a range of positive effects, the opportunities for doing so may remain relatively
limited and are often largely based around clear links to formal curriculum

knowledge. Alternatively, such activities are used for gaining a better insight
into pupils’ lives and understanding of their backgrounds, interests and so
forth. For instance, the types of home-school exchanges that occur might involve
cultural celebrations in school, inviting parents into school to take part in activities,
children undertaking shoebox activities24 or using cameras, so that pupils can
document and discuss aspects of their out-of-school lives. Increasingly new
technologies are used by schools to present learners and their parents with
opportunities for further dialogue, and in some cases, to enable them to
contribute to the school’s aims and agendas25. It is rare, however, for any of the
activities outlined above to be used as a basis for more systematic mapping of
the expertise and skills that different children, their parents and their
communities might be able to contribute to the school, or as a basis for the
development of more personalised approaches to learning for the individual child.

This last scenario tends to be the exception rather than the rule. Formal
education rarely reaches into the realms of informal and non-formal learning
practices to use these as a fundamental basis for learning development.
The true value of other forms of learning, and also that which occurs in
the immediate community, is seldom harnessed. There are many different
reasons why this may be the case, ranging from practical and logistical
issues to those of principles and educational philosophy. However, changes
in society, how we learn, what we learn, and who we can learn from and with,
have changed significantly, requiring a rethink of educational priorities. And
we now have the tools to allow us to learn in ways previously unimaginable,
enabling us to rethink the ways we organise and connect the resources of
schools and communities in learning networks.
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A fourth response is to place greater emphasis on informal and non-formal
learning, to recognise and value these learning experiences and to build
collaborative links with these experiences across formal and informal sites
of learning. This would involve specifically celebrating diversity and giving
greater status to the variety of learning that occurs beyond the school.
More importantly, this response would see educators and children using
this understanding to develop more tailored learning pathways together, and
engaging with the resources of the wider community to achieve the goals they
determine together. In taking such an approach there is greater likelihood
that differences will be acknowledged and embedded within personalised
learning and teaching approaches, rather than focusing upon compensating
for perceived ‘deficits’ or ‘deficiencies’ that are measured by an individual’s
ability and/or desire to engage and perform against standardised measures.

13

5. Building learning networks
There are a number of resources that can be drawn upon by educators and
others wishing to explore how we might create learning networks. Grenzuk26,
for example, offers a teacher-led, learner-focused practice as a means of
building learning networks by tapping into learner’s ‘funds of knowledge’.
This has five distinct activities:
• educators competent in use of ethnographic methods undertake information
collection focusing upon the learner’s social and cultural background
• they identify the existing transmission of non-formal and informal skills
and knowledge that exist in the home and community
• they analyse the content and methods of their typical lesson
• they identify where community information can be used in the classroom
• they incorporate the contents and methods of home or community-based
knowledge into instructional practices in the school setting.
A different approach might be appropriated from community-based activism.
Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD)27 is a process whereby
members of a local community focus upon identifying and mobilising their
existing, collective assets (rather than focusing upon perceived deficits), map
these skills (assets) against the needs of their community and mobilise and
develop them in order to achieve goals which have a clear relevance and
purpose to the community. Pinkett28, for example, used the ABCD approach
in a community context, but introduced a web-based, community building
system to support members of a local community to define their own needs
and interests and to map and match ‘indigenous’ assets with needs.
The ABCD Institute29 has developed a guide to show how organisations can
be enhanced by connecting to community assets. They suggest that in order
to map resources, a ‘community asset map’ should first of all be developed
with local people in relation to five different aspects of community assets that
are present within any given community. These are:

Towards new learning networks

• local residents - namely the skills, interests and capacities of individuals
that might be useful in achieving a particular goal or project
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• local associations - the full range of networks and clubs that may be
helpful or supportive
• local institutions - such as local schools, libraries, museums,
parks and so forth

• physical assets - land, buildings, infrastructure
• economic assets - including what people produce and consume, local
businesses, informal relationships and exchanges.

Physical

Associations

My Community
Individuals

Institutions

Local Economy

Reproduced with kind permission of the ABCD Institute

Theoretically, there is no reason why such an approach could not be used
by groups of learners or schools in order to establish a better set of multidirectional relationships between learners, teachers, the local community
and other institutions. This would shift the emphasis from extended schools
toward extending learning, and refocus the process of education to more
learner-focused approaches. This process would place the learner at the
centre of the asset-mapping process, enable them to identify and mobilise
their existing funds of knowledge and social capital, and act as a basis for
collaboration, information exchange and learning development. Such a
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At the heart of this approach is the need to recognise, encourage and
support diversity. Great attention is given to the needs, interests and skills
of marginalised groups who are viewed as ‘contributing citizens’ in defining
the shape and scope of any project.
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process might also, for example, serve as an interesting starting point for
school leaders, children, community leaders and others wishing to map out an
educational vision which fully engaged with children’s and community needs,
expertise and interests for the Building Schools for the Future programme.
Previously, such approaches may have appeared logistically impossible.
However, new technologies not only make such practices more manageable
and effective, they also offer the opportunity to begin to extend and link with
other community assets and communities beyond the immediate geographical
boundaries of the school, enabling even broader sets of resources to be
identified, mapped and utilised. The number of connections that could be
mobilised to support learning and information sharing is potentially huge,
especially when considering the virtual resources and networks of practice30
that could be tapped into. Open source31 approaches to sharing information,
the growing availability of ‘free’ and accessible content, and the tools to share,
edit, reconfigure and publish material, means that increasingly individuals are
presented with opportunities to work collaboratively, not just with people from
their immediate community but also with others from a much wider
geographical and demographic ‘pool’. A range of social software tools also
offer the potential for collaboration in buildling learning networks. Wikis32, for
example, enable the creation of collaboratively developed learning resources,
making collaboration between groups with shared interest or needs relatively
easy. Such tools are commonly used elsewhere and by many learners outside
of school33.
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It is also possible for learners to create and publish material through a
network of online radio stations and/or programmes34. Stockton Comm
Unity35 are part of a wider network of the local communities in Tees Valley
Communities Online36 (TVCO) region who have produced their own weblog,
digital images and radio programmes37, focusing on community-related
topics and issues that are important to them. These digital villages exist as
learning communities, developing their own, intergenerationally produced
content. Second-tier Community Grids for Learning (CGfL) also have hosting
resources providing tools to local communities to create and publish
their own materials38.
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These tools and projects represent a shift in the potential ways people can
connect, communicate and collaborate, which may ultimately challenge
current pedagogic approaches and the organisation of learning. As Seeley
Brown39 argues, we need to rethink the education system because we are
now faced with:
“…a fundamentally new possibility for 21st century learningscapes…
This new learningscape would be supported by an understanding of the
interplay between the social and cognitive basis of learning, and enabled
by the networked age of the 21st century.”
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This possibility is under-explored in the use of ICT in most UK schools, with
the communicative, collaborative and networking aspects of new technologies
often being restricted or barred. Whilst there are obvious issues to take into
consideration relating to things such as pupil safety, firewall restrictions
and so forth, these technologies could potentially challenge and change the
way we currently think about the ways in which we learn. It is perhaps no
surprise, given the relatively controlled and insular way that schooling
is currently delivered, that the tools most likely challenge the current
configuration of education are treated with some caution.
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Conclusion
Today, then, we can begin to see the emergence of educational policy,
pedagogic tools, asset-mapping tools and digital resources that enable
educators, children and communities to overcome some of the logistical
challenges of building and managing learning networks. These networks
would offer the possibility of recognising diversity, encouraging the
mobilisation of social capital and enabling powerful collaborative and
relevant learning experiences. It is only by further developing these practices
that we will begin to see the development of an education system that offers
a fully personalised approach to learning, which acknowledges diverse forms
of social capital in a way which challenges educational inequalities, and
which begins to develop the sorts of educational practice likely to meet
learners’ needs in the ‘network society’.
To do this we need to develop a better understanding and knowledge of every
child’s needs and experiences, and by implication, their broader social and
cultural backgrounds. Only by embedding the voice of learners at the heart
of learning processes, by recognising their needs and giving them greater
choices over the form, content and organisation of learning, will a truly
personalised system be delivered. Only by first asking the question ‘what
does the learner bring to the school?’ can the learning networks of
individuals, groups and organisations be developed to enable that child to
build a truly personalised learning pathway. And it is only by mapping the
assets and resources of learners and communities within and outside the
school, that these pathways can be created within the economies of scale
required to meet the needs of all learners in the UK.
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The digital and pedagogic tools are being developed, the political agenda
for personalisation is in place and the research evidence to support a
transformation in learning practice is widely available. Any failure to harness
the power of learning networks over the next few years can, then, only be
attributable to the lack of desire or vision to fully transform education to
meet the needs of all learners in the 21st century.
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Other useful resources
Asset-Based Community Development Institute
Offers additional free information and resources on the asset-based
approach.
www.northwestern.edu/ipr/abcd.html
Learner Voice Handbook
This Futurelab handbook draws on examples, case studies and research to
provide learners and educators with information and ideas for promoting the
voices of learners.
www.futurelab.org.uk/research/handbooks.htm
Enquiring Minds
A three-year research and development programme, which aims to create
opportunities for learners to be independent, take responsibility for their own
learning, create their own knowledge and conduct their own research in the
context of a rich digital information landscape.
www.enquiringminds.org.uk
The Digital Divide Network
The internet’s largest community for educators, activists, policy makers and
concerned citizens working to bridge the digital divide. Tools for building your
own online community, publishing a blog and sharing information.
www.digitaldivide.net
The Benton Foundation’s Digital Divide Network
Has focused on developing 21st century skills to improve the lives of
underserved young adults, enhancing their employability and strengthening
civic engagement through the use of new media.
www.benton.org/initiatives/projects.html
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The Campaign for Learning
Works to provide support and resources for learning in families, communities,
workplaces and schools, championing the cause of lifelong learning.
www.campaign-for-learning.org.uk
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Communities Online
Seeks to improve the opportunities for ICT uptake and usage in low income
neighbourhoods in a number of ways, including researching and reporting on
good practice in developing community ICTs and supporting the development
of community networking initiatives and partnerships.
www.communities.org.uk/displayResource.cfm?ResourceID=433

Becta
Provides advice and guidance for school leaders about extending learning to
the home environment and the local community, and working partnerships
with other schools and businesses.
schools.becta.org.uk/index.php?section=oe
The BCS Working Party on ‘Home ICT and School’
Has a range of materials that might be useful as information or guidance for
those seeking to develop or support home-school links within their school
community.
www.riefnacken.de/bcs
Opening Education: Social Software and Learning
A Futurelab publication looking at the potential of social software for learning,
providing an easy-to-use guide with common terms.
www.futurelab.org.uk/research/opening_education.htm
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Personalisation and Digital Technologies
Futurelab’s personalisation report.
www.futurelab.org.uk/research/personalisation.htm
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