Chapter 8 – Biographical learning – within the new lifelong learning discourse

Cheryl, like Craig believes Biographical learning to be akin to ‘lifelong learning’.  She said …

“I guessed it might have something to do with the fact that we never stop learning.  All through life we are learning all of the time – sometimes it’s intended through for example School, College, University, the workplace, clubs – and sometimes it’s unintended through everyday ‘play’ and social interactions.  The point being that wherever we are, whatever we are doing there is always opportunity to learn something – otherwise how do we grow?”

Cheryl thinks ‘biographical learning’ relates to ‘learning from life’ in that our learning is contextualised by our biography.  We all have our own values and beliefs shaped by our past, which in turn shape our understanding and learning.  Cheryl found that by telling her ‘story‘ in preparation for shaping her educational autobiography she rediscovered through reflection that much of her own learning has been experiential and that this has influenced her practice as a staff developer.

Cheryl goes on to say that we are multi-layered as learners with varying complex personal and professional contexts and ‘biographical baggage’.  That’s not to say our learning cannot be reshaped through interaction with others who have differing biographical backgrounds – we can all learn from each other and cherish ‘biographical diversity’.

Just in case you thought Cheryl was waffling on a little, let’s get her back on track and summarise the literature …

Alheit (2009) talks about learning being ‘lifelong’ and ‘lifewide’.  The skills and knowledge we learn from one life context are transferable to the other, and this is important for society as a whole in terms of competitiveness, employment and adaptability.  Today, we have more freedom to adapt our ‘life-plan’ according to the continued learning and development we acquire through-life.  Again, Cheryl relates this back to her own educational autobiography where there were certain personal and professional events which shifted her direction, and no doubt future events will steer her ‘unlived’ life (for good or bad).  Through learning from her experiences, knowledge, and being able to self-reflect she is able to contextualise her learning and has the ability to ‘change course’ and to cope with transitions through life.  She is a ‘capable learner’.

Finally, Alheit (2009) talks about the ‘winners’ and the ‘losers’ of modern society.  Cheryl was lucky – through unintended social interactions she found her way into a ‘life sentence to learn’ and changed her perspective on education through a ‘good experience’, albeit a little late.  However, what about those who don’t find their way?  How can they find value and worth within themselves?  Through learning from lifewide experiences? – being a mother, a father, a neighbour, a club-member?  How does society value this investment in ‘social’ rather than ‘economic’ capital?

As our fabulous tutor Chrissi would say ….. “think about it!”
