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The article focuses on the notion of the learning space at work, particularly
considering the relationships between work, learning, human agency and space. The
issue of recognising working spaces as contexts for learning has received much
attention in the educational debates of the past twenty years across a number of
countries worldwide, and in particular, in Asia and Europe (Chisholm et al, 2012).
The interpretation of the workplace as a site only for work and job-specific training
has been changing, and workplaces are now being acknowledged as sites for
learning in various configurations. The article draws on the notion of the learning
spaces at work, looking specifically at their structure, meaning and affordances in
different settings. In order to explore ways in which workplaces are experienced as
learning spaces the study employs the photo-participatory method. The method has
enabled practitioners to articulate what a learning space means for them, in ways
that contribute to both visualization and reflection. The cases, considered in this
article, demonstrate the way individuals construct their own working spaces,
discussing their particular strengths and limitations. The research has suggested
that different types of learning spaces (such as institutional or independent sector
settings) may play a significant part in enhancing the learning processes,
motivations and attitudes of employees within their workplaces. The article
considers views and perspectives from both independent specialists and institutional
teachers and researchers specifically reflecting on how the concept of space
influences their professional and personal development as well as life chances
within the workplace and beyond.
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Most of my doctoral thesis was written on the No 17 bus between Byres Rd in
Glasgow and Paisley. My funding had finished and I was working creating distance
learning materials at the University.  I’d  print  out  the  current  draft  of  a  chapter  each  
night, edit and expand on it on the bus journeys that day then slink into the lab late at
night to use the PC to type things up and print something else to work on the next
day. The key here, is that while the physical space on a bus is never ideal, it worked
for me because it was a regular time (10 times a week, for 40 minutes) when I could
immerse  myself  in  writing  up  that  didn’t  get  in  the  way  of  my  new  work  
responsibilities. Bus journeys have always been a key learning space: after I left
Paisley, I spent five years commuting to Heriot-Watt and read for a couple of hours
on  the  bus  everyday  during  that  time.  I’ve  also  spent  a  lot  of  my  life  living  and  
working between Glasgow and Edinburgh regularly ‘crossing  Scotland’s  waist‘on  the  
No. 500 bus – giving  me  even  more  time  to  read  and  learn.  I’m  ashamed  to  say  that  I  
read  much  less  nowadays  and  I’ve  always  maintained  that  during  that  time  I  got  out  
of the habit of reading at other times when I had so much time to read on buses. Now
my  commute  is  car  and  bike  based,  so  reading  isn’t  an  option,  but  I  routinely  use  my  
commuting time at each end of the working day to plan and reflect.
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For me, my working space has always been my learning space (well, ever
since I became involved in education anyway). This is because I consider
myself to be a professional learner. I get paid to teach and research at [a
University] but this all comes about through my own personal learning.
Also, I do a lot of my work from home, because, although I have wonderful
colleagues who are an absolute pleasure to work with, we have a shared
space for 5 desks in my office, and it's not always easy to concentrate when
there are several of us in the same space, all holding different
conversations. [interview with a university researcher]
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With new technologies, many conversations take place today over the
internet. And those technologies help us develop and curate Personal
Learning Networks. Yet face to face conversations can be more animated
informal and allow wider ranging conversations. It is notable that many
people say the best learning at conferences and meetings take place in the
coffee breaks and in the evenings. Sometimes I contact people in advance to
meet up for a chat. Other times such meetings happen by chance.
Sometimes meetings are with friends I have met and worked with before,
sometimes with more distant contacts. And sometimes they are with friends
and family through internet and other means of communication. [interview
with an independent IT consultant]

There are always students who are very weak academically and I spend
half my time trying to teach, find methods for getting them to be much more
academic  in  how  they  work.  So  for  example  now  I  don’t  do  the  chalk  and  
talk   because   they   just   don’t   listen,   just   don’t   listen,   so   I  give   them   all   the  
answers, and all the questions and all the answers are up there on Moodle.
[interview with an IT college tutor]
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I bought one book this year, and then I went and asked my line manager for
some  more.  […]  I  said  ‘can  we  get  some  more  books’,  she  said  ‘oh  OK’.  So  
she spoke to the PA who  was  sitting  beside  her  and  said  ‘how  much  have  
we   got   in   the   budget’,   she   said   ‘£3   or   £4’.   OK.   So   I   guess   my   learning’s  
going to be online!. [interview with an IT college tutor]
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Like many, I am a terrible procrastinator, and I do my best work
against hard deadlines. That often means working late into the night.
As a student I never started studying before 10pm – my studying was
soundtracked by John Peel – and I still feel this is when I am at my
most focused. I can use late night sessions to finish work, but also to
break the back of a problem – so that I can be in control of timescales
further down the line.

In a big project like Learning layers which has some 20 partners and is
organised in different work teams developing different applications to
support informal learning, it means you have to appreciate and understand
the work of others in order to explain it to visitors. And with the barcamp
and posters sessions [at an international conference] we developed spaces
for informal learning within the conference. The bar camp – an
unconference session – allowed participants to put forward their own ideas
for discussions and exploration in a series of round tables. Participants
were active and motivated, unlike the usually passive engagement in formal
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paper sessions at conferences. I have little experience in medical education.
Most of the participants were practitioners in medical education, with
many ideas to learn from. I do not really understand why more such
sessions are not organised in major conferences. As an aside, conference
venues are seldom designed as learning spaces. Rows of chairs facing a
presenter at the front hardly inspires interaction and social learning. […]  
But for me the real learning at the conference was from the Learning
Layers team. There were eight of us and we rotated in pairs on the
exhibition stand. Like many of the big European research projects,
Learning Layers in an interdisciplinary project. Partners include social
scientists, pedagogists, business science specialists, designers and technical
developers. We can learn from each other and from people with a different
subject specialism from our own. This happens to an extent in formal
project meetings but the time spent on the stand allowed more in depth
conversations. And in the course of the three days spent together we
bonded as a team. [extract from interview with an independent IT
consultant]
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