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The relationships between people's lives, work and learning are complex and 

uncertain.  In the past, higher educational institutions have focused attention on 

these interconnections as being factors in student success or failure within formal 

educational courses, or as part of the economic and social outcomes of course 

completion. Recent research shows however that people's lives are not as simple 

or clear cut as this, and that learning takes place across and throughout a diverse 

ecology of life contexts ranging from learning in everyday life to formal 

educational institutions.  The research reported in this paper utilised semi-

structured in-depth interviews with a small sample group from a range of 

backgrounds to investigate the learning from and within people's everyday lives. 

This rich data was utilised alongside a ‘patchworked’ theoretical framework to 

connect and analyse the emerging evidence and key aspects of the existing 

literature on adult learning. The findings suggest that people's learning is not 

restricted to education from institutions but also involves a range of learning 

practices within and across numerous learning sites and life contexts that integrate 

in unique ways within different people's lives. This means that learning for life 

and work will have different meanings for different people and can have a range 

of repercussions. This paper argues that if the Higher Education sector wishes to 

provide more seamless learning with life and work, they must seek to better 

understand how formal education interconnects with the lives and wider everyday 

learning of their current and prospective students. 
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Introduction 
 

Today Higher education in Australia is an uncertain and complex terrain for institutional 

administrators, educators and students alike. Rapid shifts in technology, communications, 

industry and society make it imperative for learning to be better integrated with life and work 

while contested changes in higher education policy make this goal more difficult to attain for 

both universities and their current and potential students. In this fraught and unstable 

landscape, I argue that, if universities wish to lead the way on better integrating life, work and 

learning they need to develop a better understanding of how these factors interrelate and 



interact within people’s everyday lives. In this paper I will initially identify and discuss a 

range of related issues and problems around institutional recognition of everyday learning that 

is based on an outdated separation of learning, before outlining and discussing recent research 

that may assist in pointing to new possibilities of universities acknowledging and working 

with their student’s everyday learning. I will then make suggestions for future research that 

could further assist in achieving these goals before making my concluding comments. 

 

The outdated delineation and separation of learning 
 

Up until recently, a common way of trying to understand human learning and its impacts has 

been to attempt to classify and demarcate different types of learning (for instance refer to the 

literature review in Colley, Hodkinson, and Malcolm, 2003). Most often, this demarcation 

would involve delineating between “formal” learning undertaken within educational 

institutions and learning from all other life contexts, most often lumped together as informal 

and non-formal learning (Colley, Hodkinson and Malcolm, 2003). While this has occurred on 

the theoretical level, this separation of learning has been strongly mirrored, and perpetuated, 

in the policy and practice of adult education, including higher education. Within these 

institutions, policy makers, administrators, educators and researchers have tended to focus 

primarily if not solely on formal learning while overlooking many other aspects of people’s 

learning (Hager and Halliday, 2009). According to Hager and Halliday (2009) this has led to 

the privileging of formal learning over other forms of learning, and as Field and Spence 

(2000) and Livingstone (2002) argue, created an iceberg of adult learning.  This iceberg 

shows that the small visible part of adult learning – formal learning sits on and is supported 

by the rest of people’s learning which remains hidden below the waterline, beyond the view 

of policymakers, administrators, educators and researchers. 

 

As Lingard and Gale (2010) point out however, this arbitrarily demarcated approach and 

extremely narrow focus of adult learning theory and practice, including that of higher 

education, has now become out of date due to two main reasons. Firstly they argue that many 

pedagogical practices and approaches have now penetrated through all aspects of society 

(p.23) and secondly the authors contend that the “central trope of policy” (p. 41) has shifted 

from education to learning.  

 

As mentioned in the introduction, many universities have already begun to take greater notice 

of the wider lives of their students. For instance, Gale (2011) documents some of the shifts in 

how university administrators, educators and researchers perceive the lives, and the impact of 

the lives of their students on formal learning and academic progression through the issues of 

equity; and transition (Gale and Parker 2012). Gale shows how previous government policies 

aimed at increasing participation in higher education for low socio-economic status (low SES) 

and other disadvantaged groups for instance, have meant that higher education institutions 

have needed to reconsider how they attract and support students from non-traditional 

backgrounds (Gale, 2011). On a related topic, Gale and Parker (2012) examine a range of 

approaches common within higher education to the issue of student transitions into and 

throughout university. These articles show that universities are beginning to chip away the 

traditional boundaries of formal and other learning by taking serious consideration of aspects 

of their student’s lives on their course progression and completion (also see Mackay and 

Devlin, 2014). 

 

It is also clear on another front that universities are already attempting to provide better 

integration of learning and work through the adoption of a number of different workplace 



learning programs for their students (Billett, 2014). An excellent example of this is Billett’s 

(2014) construction of a socio-personal account for better understanding how students make 

sense of the different learning experiences afforded by both the institutional and workplace 

learning contexts.  

 

However, as both Gale (2011) and Gale and Parker (2012) contend, higher education 

institutions are still actively privileging knowledge and learning practices associated with 

formal learning. This continuation is evidenced through universities focusing their equity and 

transition programs on finding ways of better inducting and supporting non-traditional 

students into the dominant norms of academia while continuing to exclude and ignore the 

range of knowledges and different ways of knowing of these non-traditional students.  

Instead, Gale (2011) and Gale and Parker (2012) both call for institutions, educators and 

researchers to begin to find a way of expanding both curricular and pedagogical practices to 

better accommodate not just non-traditional students, but also their range of embodied 

knowledges and learning practices. Billett’s (2014) examination of  the integration of  

learning from work-based programs within higher education courses does encourage the 

acknowledgement of other forms of learning and seeks to  find pedagogical practices to 

support  the integrated learning. The overarching focus of that work however remains on 

ensuring that pedagogical practice supports and maximises set institutional learning outcomes 

(Billett, 2014).  

 

These calls from Gale (2011) and Gale and Parker (2012) are supported by recent research 

(Thomas, unpublished thesis, 2014) that questions the arbitrary delineations of learning and 

clearly suggests that people learn in and across multiple sites and contexts throughout their 

lives, and that this learning interacts dynamically across contexts in unique ways for 

individuals. One key example of this can be seen with one of the participants, “Pete”. If we 

were to only examine Pete’s formal learning, we would see that he completed what is now 

Year 10 with good passes in science and what he called “hands on subjects” like metal work 

and woodwork, but failing in English and other reading based subjects. We would also see 

that Pete later completed a TAFE based apprenticeship as a boilermaker. If we kept looking at 

Pete’s formal learning, we may become aware, although his teachers never did, that Pete did 

not fully learn to read at either primary or secondary school. The problem however is, if our 

focus on Pete’s learning only remains on his formal learning we would miss the myriad and 

often ingenious strategies that he used to “cheat” or get by in school, TAFE and his wider life 

without being fully literate. We would also miss the multitude of other learning Pete has 

experienced in multiple contexts across his life such as learning about motors and cars 

through an early job; his trial and error experiments on his farm with making his own feed 

blocks – sheep have been lost in the process; his learning how to take on more housework and 

personal caring for his wife who had cancer; and all the non-accredited but organised 

workshops, seminars, open, field, and demonstration days that Pete is somewhat addicted to. 

These, along with Pete’s formal learning have all contributed to how Pete manages his family 

farm – which has been his primary source of employment for at least 30 years. 

 

Although Pete never made it to university, this example still has a message for higher 

education providers. If higher education institutions truly wish to provide for a more seamless 

integration between life, work and learning, then they need to truly extend beyond their still 

restricted foci on and privileging of particular types of learning and adapt to a range of 

different knowledge and ways of knowing. I will argue later in the paper that a key starting 

point for this is for institutions to better understand the everyday lives and learning of people 

and some of the complex ways that they interact across learning and life contexts.  



 

The study 
 

The study that this paper is based on employed data collected from in-depth semi-structured 

interviews and observation with six participants who were living in the New England region 

of NSW at the time the research was conducted. The data was used alongside the literature to 

consolidate and extend existing research to uncover the still mostly hidden forms of everyday 

learning from the iceberg of adult learning.   

 

Specifically, the study explored the learning that arises from and through people’s everyday 

lives as a source of valuable and important learning. The term “important” was used within 

the study to denote learning that had meaning and consequences for the people experiencing 

the learning. Everyday learning was defined as the learning generated from people’s everyday 

and every-night lived experiences throughout the course of their lives. In the most holistic 

sense, the concept of everyday learning was conceived as including the learning that people 

do in a wide variety of contexts as part of their regular every day activities. These were seen 

to include: the workplace; collective social action; participation in the community or 

community based programs; and relationships, home and family life and the learning that 

people do within formal educational and training institutions. As such, everyday learning was 

perceived as encompassing and therefore being inclusive of all types, sites and contexts of 

learning and therefore questions the traditional delineations of formal, non-formal and 

informal learning. However, in order to help combat the undeniable privileging of formal 

learning and to add to the visibility of other forms of learning, the study in general gave 

greater focus and prominence to learning that had not been accredited within formal education 

and training institutions and systems, except where the interactions of different forms of 

learning were being examined.  

 

Overall, the exploration centred on the following research questions: 

1. What learning occurs in and from people’s everyday lives?  

2. How does this learning interact with learning in and from formal education and 

training?  

3. What are the impacts and outcomes of people’s everyday learning for individuals and 

for broader society?  

 

The study had two main areas of focus. The first was to capture and analyse the experiences 

and voices of adults on different areas of their lives and from this identify the learning that 

came from/through their everyday experiences, as well as the different impacts, consequences 

and contributions this learning has made to them and others around them. In order to do this, 

and to better understand the findings of the collected data, the second main focus of this 

research was to work intensively with the existing literature to construct a theoretical 

framework that was more capable of recognising and analysing everyday learning. Informed 

by feminist standpoint theorists such as Smith (1997), the work started with the participants’ 

experiences and voices, and then worked with theory to better understand the material and 

social actualities of the participant’s  everyday lived experiences and how they are talked 

about. 

 
Construction of a “patchworked” theoretical framework 

The decision to piece together a more holistic theoretical framework was influenced by Sfard 

(1998), who argues that no single approach or metaphor can completely capture the diversity 



and complexity of learning in its different forms, contexts and manifestations. Therefore, the 

framework was constructed to facilitate the broadest potential conceptualisation of learning.  

Firstly the framework needed to be capable of recognising the diverse types of learning that 

were emerging from the data. Secondly, the framework needed to be able to connect the 

experiences of the individuals who participated in the research into broader social, historical 

and economic contexts in order to allow these people’s experiences, lives and learning to be 

seen more holistically. Finally, the framework needed to keep learning integrated with 

people’s actual lives and experiences, not separated off and treated in isolation.   

 

Following these principles, the piecing together of the new theoretical framework occurred 

throughout the ongoing development and reviews of the literature and concurrently with the 

data collection and analysis. The final framework brought together a number of different 

models, approaches and theories around four key questions of learning: How is learning 

recognised? How is learning demarcated and connected? Where does learning occur? And 

lastly, what are the outcomes of learning? Once developed, this framework was used 

alongside the collected data to analyse both the data and the literature to better understand the 

everyday learning that was emerging, as well as how it related to the existing research. The 

need to work extensively with both the data and the literature established an ongoing 

dialogue/interaction/relationship between the existing literature and the collected data. In 

effect, this led to the study becoming an iterative, almost cyclical process of moving 

backwards and forwards between the literature, the collected data and the methodologies to be 

used.  

 

Key relevant findings 
 

The study produced a range of findings that related on the one hand to everyday learning, as 

well as making some contributions to aspects of the adult learning literature. This paper 

however will concentrate on presenting findings focused on the multi-contextuality and 

integrated nature of people’s everyday learning.  

 

Firstly, the research found that participants learned key knowledges, skills, beliefs, values and 

perceptions about themselves, others and their wider worlds from their everyday activities, 

relationships and encounters, not just from formal education. The learning included Carmen 

with her self- taught computer programming; Pete’s farm management practices and how to 

‘cheat’ or get by in school and work with limited literacy skills; Rose, who learnt how to read 

and write at age 22 from her aunt and a bible; Sue’s development of health-based knowledge 

and skills related to fighting cancer and its treatment; and how Jaimey has spent almost her 

whole life learning to care for and bring up children and families. At a broader level, the 

learning was found to include the participant’s developing knowledge about their relative 

place/s within their world/s, including within the home, the workplace, the school classroom 

and the playground which effected how the participant’s saw themselves, the people around 

them and their various places within their world/s. These different levels of everyday learning 

were shown to involve the use of a broad range of learning practices that encompassed the full 

spectrum of learning conditions and practices outlined by both Eraut (2000) and 

Schugurensky (2000), ranging from experiences of socialisation or tacit learning, through to 

incidental learning, and onto self- directed or planned learning (Thomas, unpublished thesis, 

2014).  

 

Secondly, as the data discussed above clearly suggests, the participant’s everyday learning 

was not restricted to any single life area or learning context or site, but flowed between and 



through multiple areas and sites. The significance of this finding is that this crossover learning 

could not be adequately analysed from within a single learning context (such as higher 

education), but required a broad and integrated framework such as Alheit’s (2012) concept of 

biographical learning that focused on one of the participant’s experiences across individual 

learning sites and life contexts (Thomas, unpublished thesis, 2014). When examining the 

interaction of learning from different life contexts and learning sites, the data clearly 

suggested that no participant relied exclusively on either everyday or formal learning, but that 

each participant had unique combinations of the two within their lives and learning 

biographies. Examples of some of these interactions include how: initial formal learning did 

not provide important learning for Rose, Pete and Jaimey; everyday learning occurred within 

formal learning contexts and processes for George; impacts crossed between both formal and 

everyday learning and vice-versa for Carmen;  a doctor friend of the family used his formal 

learning to support Sue’s everyday learning; and lastly, all participants required and used both 

everyday and formal learning  in different aspect of their life and work.  

 

This multi-contextuality of the participants learning across and through numerous learning 

sites becomes even more complex when the variety of outcomes and impacts of the learning 

are also factored into the discussion. As well as contributing to the participant’s capacity to 

join and contribute to the paid workforce, the findings suggest that the participant’s learning 

also had effects on participant’s identity and social capital; their capacity for unpaid labour; 

and their health. Analysis also demonstrated that participant everyday learning had effects for 

family members and other people such as friends, students and clients. Lastly, the findings 

showed that the impacts of the participant’s everyday learning were multidimensional in that 

these outcomes could lead to positive, mixed and negative outcomes, while also leading to 

either or both change from and the reinforcement of earlier learning, and that all of these 

impacts can shift over time. This is most clearly seen with Jaimey’s story of leaving her very 

religious and conservative first husband who was the father of her three children. Before I 

share this story, let me provide some background detail. Jaimey married this man and had 

their first child by the time she was 16 year old. They spent the next 10 years living with his 

family on a religious compound, with Jaimey working very hard to fit in and be accepted by 

her husband and his family. Jaimey recalls that over these years her husband was both 

emotionally and verbally abusive to her, undermining her views of her own body and her self-

worth overall and that she had learnt to put up with it and virtually accept what was said about 

her. It wasn’t until Jaimey learnt to question her husband and the thing he said about her that 

Jaimey really started saying “no” to both her husband her family. She says that as she 

changed and grew stronger, her husband and the surrounding family found it harder to deal 

with her, and that the situation felt like “chaos”. Jaimey says this period was extremely 

difficult for everybody, including herself, but that now, with time and distance she does not 

regret going through it, and that she learnt a lot about herself and what she can do. Thus this 

outcome of Jaimey’s learning to question her husband can be seen in many ways – positive, 

negative and ambivalent, and it can be seen that Jaimey’s perception of the outcome has 

changed with time. 

 

Amidst this complexity the data suggests that people have unique combinations of life 

experiences that lead to a wide variety of possible learning that can have a range of potentially 

positive, negative or ambivalent (or all three) outcomes for themselves, for other people and 

even society. The learning from these experiences can have mixed consequences for people’s 

capacity for work, inter- personal relationships, community participation, and involvement in 

formal education programs.  

 



Implications of the findings for higher education 
 

When taken together, these findings have a number of implications for higher education 

institutions in their pursuit of a seamless integration of life, learning and work for their current 

and future students. Essentially, these findings indicate that there are a number of different 

factors that must be taken into account when examining the connections of learning within 

people’s lives. The first factor to be considered is the wide range of life contexts from which 

people learn, not just formal education and training institutions. As Billett (2014) asserts, 

different learning contexts such as the workplace provide a range of different affordances and 

opportunities for learning. Therefore, universities need to better understand where people 

learn in and through their daily lives. 

 

The second factor that demands attention is a focus on how the learning from these different 

contexts uniquely combine, or, in Alheit’s words are “congealing” (2012, p. 168) in different 

people’s lives to produce a range of positive, negative and ambivalent outcomes for 

themselves and others. This again aligns with Billett’s (2014) arguments that while learning 

contexts need to be understood for what they can offer, it is essential to also understand the 

ways people understand and make meaning from these different contexts.  

 

The findings of this research clearly support Gale (2011) and Gale and Parker’s (2012) 

arguments that it is not enough for universities to just fine tune their support systems to better 

integrate new and possibly diverse students into existing institutional norms and dominant 

learning practices. Instead, what is required is for higher education providers to attempt to 

better understand the wider and interconnected learning within their student’s lives as well as 

variety of outcomes and impacts this learning can have. This new knowledge can then 

perhaps lead to a range of curricular and pedagogical approaches that can better accommodate 

and integrate higher education and learning with people’s lives. 

 

Future directions – where to from here? 
 

While this paper has cited a range of existing university activities that could contribute to the 

better integration of life and learning as well as recent research from Billett (2014) and 

Thomas (unpublished thesis, 2014), there are a number of limitations to what these can 

currently offer to the quest for seamless higher education, learning and life experiences. 

Firstly, as just reiterated, many existing university projects are aimed at better integrating 

students into existing frameworks and practices which can exclude a wide range of 

experiences, knowledge and ways of knowing. Secondly, while this paper draws on Billett’s 

multileveled socio-personal approach (2014) for understanding the better integration of work 

based learning within higher education programs, this framework is restricted in the cited 

work to only two possible learning contexts, and is primarily aimed at better supporting 

pedagogical practice and supports to meet specific learning outcomes. Lastly, while the 

research this paper is based on can provide indications for future possible directions, the 

scope and sample size of the research was too small and narrow to be able to provide more 

concrete recommendations for the quest towards the better integration of higher education 

with people’s lives. 

 

In light of these limitations, I propose further research into everyday learning. Specifically, I 

recommend a larger scale project that seeks to clarify the range of life contexts from which 

people learn, and comprehend through the extension of an analytical framework such as 



Billett’s socio-personal approach, the different ways that the combined learning comes 

together and is understood in people’s lives.  

 
Conclusion  
 

This paper has presented recent research that begins to suggest the complexities of the 

interactions between learning, life and work, which can make navigating this terrain tricky 

and uncertain for both individuals and higher education institutions. In this paper I have also 

argued that in order to better integrate higher education learning into this multidimensional, 

multi-contextual terrain, higher education institutions must begin to more deeply explore and 

understand this currently under-investigated territory. 
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