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Introduction

Across many disciplines, there is often a pull towards overly simplistic, if
not deterministic, models for conceptualising how growth is achieved. The
various learning sciences of which we are members are no different, emerg-
ing partly in response to a dissatisfaction with a field dominated by instruc-
tional models focused on efficient content transmission (Barab et al., 1999;
Callahan, 1964). Such instructional systems are designed to disseminate an
expert model (e.g., how to argue persuasively or test a hypothesis) or commu-
nicate a concept on the assumption that the learner will apply the abstracted
characterization to future contexts. However, although such deterministic
models and processes might prove efficient for maximizing short-term learning
outputs (e.g., standardised test performance or following a set of procedures),
they tend to be less successful for goals that emphasise using what is being
learned and often suppress the very motivations of those they are designed to
empower (McDermott and Varenne, 1995). A central assumption underlying
this essay is that any abstraction of ‘content’ from its ecological functioning
(e.g., use within a particular situation) is likely to undermine its perceived
value for any situation (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000; Nathan, 2012) or
the learners’ belief that they are likely to do something meaningful with that
which they are learning.

Contrasted to this view is an ecological framework (Gibson, 1979/1986)
within which an educational innovation lives in the ways that people transform
the content being learned into imagined future possibilities in which they are
invested (Barab & Plucker, 2002). From this perspective, learners are innova-
tors, with the innovation emerging each time a new implementation is enacted
through the ecology they create to achieve their goal. In short, we are arguing
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for an ecological view of educational innovation. For example, in our work on
game-based learning, we have found that often it is the collaborative interro-
gation of the experience among participants that is more important in learning
than what actually happens in a game (Barab and Arici, 2017). In this model of
an ecosystem for action and learning, although technology might be a necessary
component of an innovation, it is insufficient to enable the necessary conditions
for learners to thrive. This is not meant to imply that designers should forgo
their responsibility for outcome achievement. Rather, it is an acknowledgement
that growth, when treated as a process of creating value, grounded in commu-
nity-owned meaning, is a distributed accomplishment spread across the designed
innovation, an engaged learner, a connected community, and a world in which
the value-creation performance has value. Fidelity, from this perspective, is less
about adherence to an expert or designer’s vision and more about how learners
leverage a design in their own ways to accomplish goals that matter to them in
contexts that have meaning and relevance.

In short, we are arguing for an ecological view of educational innovation.
For example, in our work on game-based learning, we have found that often
it is the collaborative interrogation of the experience among participants that is
more important in learning than what actually happens in a game (Barab and
Arici, 2017). In this model of an ecosystem for action and learning, although
technology might be a necessary component of an innovation, it is insufficient
to enable the necessary conditions for learners to thrive. This is not meant to
imply that designers should forgo their responsibility for outcome achievement.
Rather, it is an acknowledgement that growth, when treated as a value grounded
in community-owned meaning, is a distributed accomplishment spread across
the designed innovation, an engaged learner, a connected community, and a
world in which the performance has value. Fidelity, from this perspective, is less
about adherence to a designer’s vision and more about how learners leverage a
design in their own ways to accomplish goals that matter to them.

The more we treat unlocking human potential as a process of transmitting
abstracted concepts within educational ecosystems and contexts solely for that
purpose, the more we undermine the value of that which is being learned and,
ultimately, the more we run the risk of undermining the very motivations of
those we seek to empower. Below, we advance a set of alternative assumptions
as to how our model differs from the way people traditionally think about the
process of unlocking growth and impact:

e Growth as value creation
e Design as structured invitation

*  Implementation as ecosystem empowerment

Collectively, these principles provide a framework for initiatives focused
on unlocking human potential, one that is ecological (grounded in the
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implementation ecosystem) and empowering (co-created by learners). In this
chapter, we describe an ecological framework that treats unlocking human
potential as a process involving engaged and purposeful human beings within
supportive ecosystems where success is seen in the personal value they envision
and attempt to create in the world.

Growth as value creation

When we separate content from context, we introduce a problematic divide
between what something is and what it does, leading to artificial goals where
the meaning lies primarily in its artificial exchange value for a grade, and not
in the real-world use value (Brown, Collins, & Duguid, 1989; Bruner, 2002;
D’Amato, 1992; Lave & Wenger, 1991). Quite problematically, human capacity
is treated as a commodity that, in the form of knowledge, can be converted
into a textbook chapter, a professorial lecture, or an online module, whichever
is most efficient for transmitting the content into the mind of a passive learner
(Barab et al., 1999; Dewey, 1963). The assumption is that, at some future point,
learners will convert their acquired understanding into a capacity that will
respond to future situations. However, after decades of research on how people
learn, converting ‘acquired content’ to meaningful application is the exception
and not the norm (Bransford, Brown, and Cocking, 2000). Instead, count-
less studies have demonstrated what the philosopher Alfred Whitehead (1929)
coined as the ‘inert knowledge’ problem, in which people who clearly know
something in a formal learning situation do not apply it in a real-world situa-
tion, even where it is relevant. More generally, any effort intended to unlock
human potential that fails to recruit the goals and aspirations of those doing
the learning, or the places in which these can be relevant, will necessarily
fall short.

We need a new metaphor for learning to guide our endeavours, to bring
our thinking out of the industrial era and into the age of innovation, and to
place learning in contexts where the performance of the learner matters. This
ecological perspective needs to encompass modern learning needs and to be use
inspired, learner focused, and embedded in an ecosystem that is valued by the
learner and that co-creates value within the learning context. We are arguing
for an ecological framework in which growth involves more than acquiring
a particular skill or tool, but actually involves creating value in the world. In
other words, learning is a lived process of co-creation through which concepts
are performed and therefore become manifest within the particular situation, as
opposed to static truths that are simply consumed.

Value creation, as being argued here, involves learners interpreting the rele-
vance of a particular idea to their local context and then doing the integration
work to make it fit. This adaptation to local fit is not written on the surface of
the concept or idea but involves envisioning the potential value of the idea to
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what is being learned and how it could operate in the local context in a way that
realises a locally envisioned outcome. So, for example, in our work around the
development of a connected growth platform implemented with undergraduate
college students, students first connect with stories from others in which they
shared how they leveraged principles of good resumé design to draw on their
experiences and co-create new meaning such that they had a convincing resumé.
In fact, the challenges were less about understanding what makes a good resumé
and more about how to represent experiences from which one can produce a
resumé that articulates capacity to realise a desired future. This is especially rel-
evant to a world in which many of the jobs that student will occupy do not yet
exist. At some point, the to-be-changed individual needs to become the change
agent, taking ownership and co-creating value in situ with that which they are
learning.

Drawing on the notion of anticipatory governance (see Barben, Fisher, Selin,
& Guston, 2008; Guston, 2014; Sarewitz, 2011), we view learning as involving
the following three components: engagement (becoming invested in application,
emotional involvement, or commitment), foresight (imagining plausible out-
comes, envisioning possible futures) and commitment to the process of integration
(applying ideas to achieve goals, adapting to local circumstances) as one seeks to
realise a desired possibility. Learning here becomes an active process, in which
one is invested in achieving possible outcomes and then working to integrate
what is being learned with work in the world so as to achieve the desired state. To
create such an investment within an agentic human being, we need an increased
emphasis on why content matters, where it matters, and for whom it matters. Such
an ecological perspective entails a focus on learners’ engagement in the world, as
they leverage that which they are learning to navigating the in situ challenges of
realising their goals in their world.

Design as structured invitation

Over the past decade, we have seen a shift in how we think about products,
brands, and the ways innovations are engaged by users, with an emphasis on what
people want to accomplish with them rather than what they are (Christensen
et al., 2016; Seidman, 2007). For example, central to the jobs-to-be-done liter-
ature is the idea that customers hire innovations to make progress on relevant
goals in particular situations. The focus is less about what is the to-be-learned
content or even what it can do, but more on what learners can and want to do
with the content. We believe that although learners hiring textbooks to pass a
test is a hire, it is one that has little meaning-making or value-creation opportu-
nity. How would it change our learning systems or even our notion of content
if we treated educational programmes not as bounded products or self-sufficient
substances, but instead as services designed to enable learners to realise goals that
were important to them? Also, when in the context of ecological learning envi-
ronments, the job is largely unknown, which the learner has not even realised
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they want or with which they could meaningfully engage. So, in a very real way,
educators are setting out an aspirational goal and the leveraging of the content to
make progress towards that goal.

Positioned within this framework, the design challenge is about structur-
ing the invitation as a service that learners perceive as engaging and relevant
and then ensuring they have the resources, supportive peers, and necessary
feedback such that they can create personally and socially relevant value. We
need learning environments that invite, excite, and inspire learners, cultivat-
ing through experience a contextualised understanding as to how they could
apply that which is being learned. Any effort intended to unlock human poten-
tial that is predicated on a content-transmission idea will prove ineffective and
ultimately limiting because it does not involve the most powerful component
of any learning and engagement system—a motivated individual. In fact, we
often hear how youth today are unmotivated and how we need to find alterna-
tive ways of motivating them to learn—with gaming touted as a methodology
for inducing individuals into learning. In contrast, we believe the problem is
not one of motivation, but rather a release problem, in that learners are not
investing themselves because they do not appreciate the value of that which
they are learning.

When it comes to motivating human beings, most frameworks assume a com-
pliance model of learning focused on rewarding content consumption, rather
than inviting and engaging learners into their own becoming and doing so in the
context of others. To shift towards a future where all of us have (and are likely to
realise our) opportunity to create value, we need a new framework for thinking
about growth—one that is designed to recognise, in each of us, a potential to
thrive (Figure 9.1). Specifically, our thinking involves three related aspects:

*  Inviting learners to imagine goals and pursue outcomes that matter to them
* Providing the necessary resources and agency to enable success in one’s
pursuit

*  Supporting their release as they create personally meaningful value in the
world

.Release
.Enable

() .
Invite

FIGURE 9.1 Invitational framework for designs focused on real-world value creation.
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At the core of this methodology is the belief that unlocking human potential
begins with an invitation that engages imagination and foresight, creating emotional
connections with real-world possibilities that their learning and its application have the
potential to yield. Fundamentally, learners need to want to succeed and believe
they can succeed. It is essential that the invitational stage involves some notion
of learners’ envisioning where and how they can create value, and then the
designer must take some responsibility for ensuring that learners are likely to
be successful if they invest themselves. Specifically, our thinking involves three
related aspects:

e Invite—inspiring learners to connect with possibility, create aspirational
goals, and develop a commitment to create value in the world

e Enable—co-creating an ecology through which learners develop the neces-
sary thinking, relationships, and supports in order to realise their goals

e Release—reflexively applying that which they are learning to create,
iterate, and reflect on the value that they are creating in a particular
context

At the core of this methodology is the belief that unlocking human potential
takes place within an ecology, which involves recruiting imagination and fore-
sight to establish emotional connections with real-world possibilities that the
learning and its application have the potential to yield—and that the learner
wants to achieve. It is essential that the invitational stage involves some notion
of learners envisioning where and how they can create value, even developing
the emotional connection and confidence to achieve the anticipated state, with
the designer taking partial responsibility for arranging learning situations so that
learners are likely to be successful if they invest something of themselves. Further,
it necessitates that the implementation ecology cultivates the co-creation of a
skillset and supportive community necessary for the learner to accomplish some-
thing meaningful.

The key here is that the invite stage builds a broader framework of possibility,
even as the learners themselves are still advancing their ability to realise the out-
come. It is here that learners develop a vision about the value of what they are
learning, about what they could do with it, and about who they might become.
When it comes to learning, students and teachers need to feel emotionally con-
nected to the ideas and skills they are building—people learn better when they
are interested, curious, passionate, and engaged, and when they feel safe, wel-
comed, and valued (Rivers et al., 2012; Immordino-Yang and Damasio, 2007;
Immordino-Yang & Faeth, 2010; Cozolino, 2014). If the invitation is successful,
learners link the enabling content to use-focused goals, thereby increasing their
appreciation for that which they are learning. Although there is a time for tell-
ing (Goldstone & Son, 2005), it is important that this happens in the context of
invested learners who care about why they are learning and with a vision for its
impact in their lives.
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Engagement, foresight, and a commitment to integration on the part of the
learner cannot be assigned, mandated, or determined. Instead, learners can be
invited, enabled, and supported through thoughtful design, so as to help to
develop inspired and capable individuals. Even formal enabling pathways need
be positioned in terms of releases that are relevant to the world, accessible to the
learner, and particularly flexible such that they can be adapted to local ecosystem
needs. In a real way, learners themselves must create the possibilities, make the
connections, and bring what is being learned to potential contexts of use. When
individuals learn in the service of an intention they own and value, it is the
personally meaningful release that motivates and gives meaning to the learning.
From the designer perspective, it is about inviting learners into a sense of possi-
bility, the designer providing skills and support to help learners in this way, and
establishing ecosystems through which there exists the necessary interpretive
space for learners to create meaningful outcomes.

Implementation as ecosystem integration

An ecological perspective does not separate the designed components or content
being learned from the ecosystem with which they are associated. Instead, it treats
the innovation as a component of a distributed system involving the designed
product, engaged individuals or learners, skilled facilitators or other supports,
and an enabling context. In this ecological model, the innovation lives in the inter-
action as a shared accomplishment and is thus re-created each time it is conducted,
so as to cultivate an interpretive space through which meaning is created. More
generally, the implementation itself is an innovative act through which a trans-
formative potential is anticipated within a particular context, enabled through
ecosystem integration, toward goals that matter to the learner (Figure 9.2). It is
this combination of elements, driven towards locally owned value creation, that
compose a fruitful ecology through which learners co-create meaning and value.
So, for example, as an undergraduate in our work struggles with what are ele-
ments of a resumé, she simultaneously engages her world of opportunity, seeking
internship experiences that enact possibilities that can become elements of her
own resumé and allow her to realise a desired future.

Educational engineering for such empowerment requires that design be
brought into an enabling ecosystem to engage, imagine, amplify, and manifest
value creation. Although it is easier to disseminate a decontextualized definition,
if we want empowered learners, we have to enable the local ecosystem. Embracing
an ecosystem framework is a commitment to unlock, amplify, and cultivate
meaning and value creation as a shared accomplishment, enabled through our
designs but realised in the undergoing of performance (Ingold, 2014). In a very real
way, each learner must become an innovator, imagining his or her value creation
and working to integrate that which is being learned to achieve his or her goals.
When adopting such an empowered framework, one needs to look beyond the
designed invitation and more to the use context to find the learning catalysts.
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FIGURE 9.2 Empowered ecosystem framework of innovation.

We and others have found that good design with weak integration is not very
empowering or effective (Barab and Arici, 2017).

An ecological framework treats growth as a shared accomplishment, with
the designed innovation being one component that works in partnership with
an empowered learner, an invested community, an engaged facilitator, and an
enabling environment focused on the achievement of particular outcomes that
are locally realised (Figure 9.1, further elaborated later). At the core of such a
framework are engaged individuals becoming innovators in their own right,
not passive receivers, as they develop the capacity to envision new possibilities
and integrate components of the innovation (e.g., technologies, concepts, expert
models, and other perspectives) as tools to realise goals in which those individ-
uals are invested. Viewing impact as a shared accomplishment, supported by
designers of the innovation, but ultimately realised in partnership with learn-
ers in relation to their ecosystem needs and possibilities, is, arguably, a radical
approach. Any educational innovation, to be truly transformative, must light
interest and passion within learners so that they choose to re-create its potential
in their local context. In this sense, and consistent with an ecological framework,
the learning potential lies not in the innovation per se, but in what happens with
and around the innovation.

Importantly, the incorporation of an ecological framework, which locates
transformative outcomes outside the boundaries of a designed technology,
should not be taken as an indictment of the limits of design. In fact, we research
video games specifically because they are interactive, participatory, and deeply
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engaging, allowing even young children to step into real-world roles in which
they confront problems, make meaningful choices, and explore the consequences
of these choices beyond the game worlds themselves (Barab and Arici, 2017). In
games for impact, or any other such innovation, many designers are willing to
relegate emancipatory powers to technologies, as opposed to seeing the innova-
tion as residing in the head, hands, and hearts of those individuals who engage,
adapt, and integrate the ideas bound up in the innovation. There is often a naive
assumption that if the structure and value of the content are clearly defined,
learners will similarly value the applied connections and make the necessary
adaptations in situations where it is relevant.

Even more problematic is the assumption that we can ultimately design a
‘technological fix’ (Sarewitz and Nelson, 2008) so as to produce a solution for
others. In contrast, what is being advanced in this chapter is an ecological refor-
mulation of learning, of innovation, and of optimising for impact. For example,
if the focus of the innovation is on healthy lifestyles, a smart technological device
can remind the player to stand up or to exercise more or even provide feedback
on one’s diet. One could even employ gamification techniques to motivate and
reward positive behaviours or punish undesirable behaviours, and this application
is appearing to meet with some success. However, none of these product-centric
techniques are likely to lead to sustainable change unless there is a fundamen-
tal shift in which the player becomes invested in the outcome, envisions game
metrics as supporting her or his goal realisation, and is integrated to amplify an
empowered ecosystem (Toyama, 2015).

ThriveCast: lllustrative example of an empowered ecosystem

As an example of an educational design informed by theory, we describe the
ThriveCast platform. What began as a gamified learning management system
involving fictional characters and content acquisition activities slowly trans-
formed into what we now describe as a connected growth platform. The cur-
rent design uses an invitational methodology focused on connecting users with
real-world opportunities and people (Figure 9.3, right screenshot). In this case,
to thrive is to create value, using what is being learned to create an occasion
associated with progress in the particular growth area. So, for example, if one
is learning about ‘agile design methodologies’, the goal is to support learners to
create moments where they are using customer feedback to develop a particu-
lar design. Or, in the case of emotional wellness, creating a personal boundary
within an unhealthy relationship would be a demonstration of a ‘Setting Healthy
Boundaries’ module, with using ‘I’ statements potentially being an enabling skill.
The important point here is that growth activities are positioned as resources to
make progress in an identified real-life context where the learner is attempting
to create value.

In this framing, learners’ lived stories are privileged as the valued achievement
of the growth opportunity. Grounded in the ‘invite, enable, release’ methodology
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FIGURE 9.3 ThriveCast screenshot of user feed, story connection, and thrive module.

discussed earlier, we designed the growth opportunities in the platform to have
the following components

e Invite—Storied achievements from one member are made available in the
Connect section to create applied visions of possibility for other members,
keeping real-world application opportunities current and locally relevant.

*  Enable—Grow activities are designed to support players in developing the
necessary skills so that they understand and are likely to succeed in the
creation of their desired release.

*  Release—Armed with an appreciation of what others have done and having
developed their related skills, learners are encouraged to engage a value-
creation opportunity in their lives and even share it to inspire others, which
becomes a model to which others can connect.

At its core, the focus is to engage players in value creation, first connecting to
peer stories and then growing relevant skills so that the learners can apply what
has been learnt to create their own real-world story that meets the purpose of the
module. After that, users can share their reflection of the experience as a thrive
story, which is first encountered by others through a process of peer review and
feedback. If two users accept the work as addressing the application criteria, then
the author has an opportunity to make her or his story public, becoming available
to inspire others as they engage the Connect stage. This user flow is consistent
with other discussions on the value of connected learning (Ito et al., 2009, 2013)
and 1s consistent with a methodology in which a key value is what members
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create and contribute in contrast to what the design team creates (Parker, Van
Alstyne, and Choudary, 2016). We have found that when one engages an invite—
enable—release methodology with the goal of supporting co-created value, then
it is essential to cultivate community connection in which one member’s release
provides an invitation or opportunity for another member.

Given our commitment to connected growth, an important design principle
was that users go beyond creating value for themselves and actively contribute back
to the community, engaging other users’ ideas and continuing the conversation.
In addition to completing the modules in this growth platform, members have
the opportunity to support the growth of others by reviewing submitted stories,
commenting on published stories, and making one’s accepted story available to
others for connecting, and, in this way, cultivating a living ecosystem that gains
value over time as more people share their value-creation experiences. Further, a
user-aware feed pulls across all available modules to identify stories that might be
of interest, relevant growth opportunities, or entire modules that are relevant based
on current user progress (see left screen, Figure 9.3). One user can publish his or
her accepted work to inspire another user, increasing the work’s relevance to both
parties. In this way, community-produced stories inspire choice, as opposed to
participation simply being driven by a designed ‘channel’.

In contrast to a consumption-focused learning system, a growth platform
based on an invite, enable, and release framework with an emphasis on value
creation by learners begins with understanding the relevant progress (value-
creation occasions) that successful members make (Christensen et al., 2016).
In other words, rather than focusing on the content that we want people to
learn, the emphasis is on what progress people want to make. In designing the
content itself, ecosystem integration starts with us conducting interviews to
uncover the desired progress in a particular area. When conducting an inter-
view, one is not simply identifying occasions where people made progress in the
particular area, but also identifying resources they hired to make progress. For
example, when learning about how to create a resumé, many of those we inter-
viewed hired friends or drew on websites. ThriveCast currently supports mul-
tiple collections of opportunities focused on diverse content areas (e.g., personal
wellness, an innovator’s journey, career exploration, digital literacies), with each
one having numerous growth modules. The Architecting My Futures offering,
as an example, has 10 modules identified as relevant to supporting undergraduate
growth in career development (Figure 9.4).

By engaging in an ecological design process in which the content is grounded
in goals and experiences that users find relevant and useful, as opposed to abstract
content often arranged in textbooks, we are front-loading ecosystem integra-
tion in relation to community-valued impact. From here, the next step involves
translating the interview data about occasions where users have made progress, as
well as concepts and resources they found useful, into growth activities. So, for
example, when building a collection designed to support career development, we
ended up creating 10 jobs-to-be-done (such as failing forward, exploring curiosity,
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FIGURE 9.4 Ten Thrive Modules developed for the Architecting My Future library.

validating moments, and personal brand definition), which were transformed
into growth invitations and application criteria that could be engaged to guide
learners in their value-creation moments. For the Professional Brand module, we
use the following criteria to frame the value-creation invitation:

*  Good or bad, we all have some kind of reputation already. Reflect on the
brand you have been building, even exploring your digital footprint to find
and minimise any negative online content and maximise all your good press.

e Articulate what you want your professional brand to be like, and then curate
a professional identity and footprint to match (for instance, creating resources
like a LinkedIn profile, professional webpage, career-related Twitter feed).

We used these criteria to examine interviewee stories and to imagine the types
of value-creation opportunities our future participants might engage. From here,
activities were built, including how to cultivate a useful digital footprint, what is
brand, and the importance of connecting specifics to one’s passions.

There are multiple ways to think about ecosystem integration when one
adopts a platform methodology in which the users are both consumers and pro-
ducers of value (Parker, Van Alstyne, and Choudary, 2016). First, introducing
an innovation should be done in a manner that is integrated into the goals of the
learner and the broader ecosystem in which it is being used. So, for example,

In R. Barnett & N. Jackson (Eds., 2019), Ecologies for Learning and Practice (pp 129-145). Routledge 140



'SPIED PIIJ ST [QR[TEAE SIPOW JO WOTILNISO[[T YITM PIJJ ISLDIALIY], §'6 JUNDIA

‘saweo sAe|d aUOAIBAT

sapoeded .

U T san M3N buidojaaaqg -

JaLjoue 8uo woy Aquassylp wes) ||
@M moy Inoge e104eq AjaAgeasd Nulp
0} BuIob w| uo mou woy NuI |
*sa)| KepAiee no ui ) esn o} yeys
PIN0S 8M MOy PUB BNPOI B4y

noge Bunjuiy sem | Aep Jaypc
qemD | I

uiea 9]doad \ - wiea79|doad
MoH Buiplesiapun . MoH Buiplieysiapun

512163y aARH
3.upinouys noA Aum

Rpov st pajaIdwod Siauo
T PUE HIOYS BPUNT Jewe 19d

piemio4 buijieq

PISSNOSID A0S S Moy paxe Ayeas |

$19169Y aAeH

1.UPINOUS NOA AUM : T .Vz Es.ﬁng
——— ( @ 7 .\....T..A.k(

o /i by

Z PUR IIOYIS TPUI Sewe 8ed > . ‘sawes shejd o“o\@w»m

; LR A sapoede) .

MIO0] Buljieq A ¥ g : ) M3N Buidojanaqg -

141

In R. Barnett & N. Jackson (Eds., 2019), Ecologies for Learning and Practice (pp 129-145). Routledge



142 Barab, Arici, Aguilera, and Dutchin

when ThriveCast is integrated in a class, it is essential that it becomes a tool that
the teacher and students view as useful to achieving goals they value. In the jobs-
to-be-done language, the teacher and students should be hiring the innovation
to achieve goals that they value. While this can be assigned in some situations,
the ultimate goal of an invitational framing is that users are developing authentic
motives that are driving participation. Even in those cases where participation is
assigned, we have integrated a user-aware feed intended to queue up personally
and socially relevant invitations of what the learner might do next, rather than
channelling them through the designer’s funnel.

A user-aware feed leverages a know-and-match algorithm that, over time,
becomes more effective at connecting people to people and to ‘modes of expe-
rience’ (connect, grow, share, comment, review, apply, etc.) that are relevant to
them (Figure 9.5). Having different ways or modes of interacting with content
allows learners to engage with the content in ways that they find meaningtul.
Importantly, learner application stories of their value creation serve as core con-
tent with community feedback and perceived relevance determining what should
count for which users. So, although individuals might be consumers learning
from a peer in one moment, they are sharing their experience and insight in the
next—switching modes based on their achievement. These stories are ecological
in the deepest meaning of the word, as they represent local instantiations of core
ideas in that they illuminate a particular application for a particular user. When
we review data about which feed items serve as the most compelling invita-
tions, it is often stories from users who describe their experience rich in detail as
opposed to abstract characterisations of how someone might use the content. In
fact, in one implementation we found that our designer-produced stories con-
taining high-value examples tended to get few user comments, whereas real user
stories that illuminate personal struggle received significantly more comments.

Conclusions

An ecological educational worldview is all about enabling people to utilise more
of their potential to create something they value. A central focus of this chapter
is to articulate a model for unlocking human potential, one that is focused on
empowering people to create in areas of life that are important to them, rather
than the more common focus on designing systems that allow people to effi-
ciently consume pre-packaged value created by experts. When one is interested
in helping people create value, content is less important than risk taking and
being able to inspire a learner willing to use content to accomplish new possi-
bilities in and for particular situations. In the ecological empowerment frame-
work being advanced here, the role of the innovation is to unlock, cultivate, and
amplify potential of the individual in a situation, with the innovation being what
the learner does with what is being learned—not simply what was designed for
the learner. From this perspective, innovations designed to support growth are
best thought of as value-creation invitations rather than interventions, and at
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their best, they encourage and facilitate learners to create their own ecologies
for creating value.

‘We believe that unlocking human potential is not solely the responsibility of those
designing innovations, nor is it the sole responsibility of learners and the ecosystems
they inhabit to bootstrap their way up. Designers have an exciting opportunity to
harness powerful ideas and the affordances of platform technologies to create innova-
tions that facilitate ecological flourishing (i.e., that enable learners and the ecosystem
as a whole to flourish). Importantly, one must keep in mind that growth is not a force
that an individual or an innovation causes within another, but is a potential real-
ised in partnership with those being impacted who ultimately must own, adapt, and
advance. In other words, growth and impact are invitational and nonlinear phenom-
ena, involving a joint accomplishment, with the designed intervention providing one
piece of the initial conditions through which the empowered ecosystem can realise
more advanced ways of being and becoming. The challenge is in how our designs
facilitate the sharing of agency and the co-creation of meaning, allowing participants
to co-determine structure and impact with the implementation ecosystem.

The core innovation, to be truly transformative, must ignite interest and pas-
sion, connecting with and amplifying what is (or could be) happening in the
local ecosystem. Beyond consuming content, we need to emphasise personal
connection and value creation with and within the local ecosystem and involv-
ing trusted peers as an essential resource in supporting growth. The power of
educational content lives less in the abstracted structures described in a textbook
or professorial lecture and more in the emotional response of learners to envision
a possibility and then invest themselves in it—a possibility that is best realised
and supported through an enabling ecology. The true innovator is the student
who is perceiving value and acting to integrate ideas to realise such value, not
the designer’s or professor’s articulation of potential value. The professor’s role
is to open up the possibility space and encourage and support learners to use that
which is being learned in goals that they care about. Imagine an educational sys-
tem that privileges local value creation, that empowers communities to identify
learning priorities and local champions, and then assembles learners to work on
goals that matter to them. Such a framework begins with understanding what
communities and individual learners want to learn and achieve and what local
strengths can be tapped into and amplified. Content is then created to enable
learners to achieve desired goals in the local ecosystem. It is important to remem-
ber that humans are agentic beings with free will who must be empowered to be
the architects of their own learning ecologies, creating and owning the goals and
outcomes they want to achieve. This framework stands in stark contrast to cur-
rent models of education that focus on transmitting abstracted content through
classroom lectures with the expectation that, at some point in the future, learners
will be able to apply what they learned in other contexts of use. In contrast, an
ecological framework relates to a particular ecosystem and content is introduced
and valued based on its relevance to meeting the needs and achieving the goals
of the learner within the particular ecosystem.
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