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I’d like to begin by acknowledging the the Anaiwan people as the traditional owners of the 
lands I am connecting in from today, acknowledge the traditional owners of the lands that 
others may be connecting in from, and pay my respects to their elders across time. 

Thanks all for coming along today, it’s nearly 5 and it’s the last session of the day so the 
fact anyone is here at all is very impressive, I appreciate all of you.

As you’ve read, my presentation today is on ecosystems and paradigms and change. 
There’s been a lot of discussion today about connection and relationships and holistic 
thinking, and this is what I’ll be talking about as well.

Before I get into the actual thing, some housekeeping - while this may look like a slide 
deck it’s actually not, I’m presenting out of a Miro board. I would love for everyone to drop 
in and explore while I’m talking - I’ve deliberately positioned each of the talking points in a 
broader and messier whole, with additional context and connections to explore in 
between, and you’ll understand why I’ve done that a bit later on. I’d love for people to 
grab some of the sticky notes and add their own thinking or questions as I’m talking so we 
end up with an even richer environment than I could create on my own.

Alright, onto the thing. I’d like to start with this feedback quote, which I greatly enjoyed, 
thanks Colin. It does make an important point though, and you’ll see later how this 
connects in.

So, COVID happened and the world went online. Now, I work at UNE, which is a primarily 
online institution, over 80% of our students are online. And this has been the case for 
decades, we have a strong history of being an online and distance provider. So you would 
think that the COVID pivot to online would have been easy for us, wouldn’t you?

It wasn’t. We didn’t have to pivot our product online, but that was only a small part of the 
story, as it turns out.

This is a grab from our public-facing website - part of our brand proposition that Marketing 
develops. And I don’t think Marketing really realised how right they were with this. Being 
online really isn’t just about being online.



The problem was there were so many ways people were existing in the world that were 
defined by being face to face, that were largely happening innately without a really strong 
awareness of what or how or why and without any sense things could be different. As Peter 
quoted from Hannah Rule this morning, ‘writing is never nowhere’. We experience 
everything as embodied humans. There were also a lot of people who suddenly gained 
things they never had access to and had to start making sense of what that meant for 
them.

In both cases, what actually happened was that we had been disconnected from how we 
understand ourselves and each other, and most people had no way to conceptualise that 
and how it might happen in digital space, even when the technical tools to enable it were 
already there. 

So, it was a lesson in what happens when you only consider some of the things, not all of 
the things. 

(on that note, I would recommend capturing ‘tornado’ on your risk registers as well as 
‘pandemic’, just saying)

The narrative around how we fix this tends to centre on ‘back to normal’. I absolutely agree 
with Peter’s points this morning on this - normal was kind of terrible for a lot of people. 
Normal breaks easily. Normal has a whole lot of things inherent in it that we weren’t 
considering. And if we know all of this now, we really need to be doing something else.

‘Doing something else’ is one of the responsibilities we have as senior leaders, and today 
my focus is on how we are enacting that through our LMS Renewal project currently 
underway, which among other things involves a tender process for potentially a new LMS.

If you caught Steve Warburton’s presentation earlier today, he was making the point that 
we can’t just implement infrastructure, we need to take a holistic approach and design 
space in ways that connect in all the different experiences and expertise. And that’s exactly 
the same principle that applies to digital space, it’s the kind of conversation he and I have 
a lot. If all we did was implement a new LMS as a piece of technology infrastructure, we 
completely lose the ability to nurture something new.

We needed a way to map out the conceptual space, a new paradigm to work in - this is a 
really quick thematic TL;DR of the literature, but in essence there is a lot of thinking out 
there around pedagogy and technology, obviously, in synergy or tension or both, and 
while the idea of an ecosystem or ecology concept for edtech isn’t new, it generally only 



refers to the infrastructure domain - technology platforms and integrations and so on. 

If you venture into other disciplines there’s much on people and organisations, culture, 
organisational learning, and the interface between people and technology and people 
and people, but they’re quite separate bodies of work.

Then there are people like Tim Fawns and Lesley Gourlay working into entanglement and 
sociomateriality that are taking a more complex, holistic view, but the focus still tends to be 
on the learning and teaching interface - the work that we do.

What I wanted is something that brings all of the things that matter together - 
conceptualising and acting on our whole experience of ourselves as humans who exist in 
and are shaped by context. So that’s what I did - drawing on the concept of an ecosystem 
in a much more fully realised form to define the LMS Renewal project as just one of a 
whole range of interconnected workstreams that act on the whole of our experience. 

This is the diagram I use in the paper and as part of our comms for the project - it’s not the 
kind of thing I love to produce myself but it’s important to understand where people are 
able to engage at, and for most people that’s not a giant mess of a Miro board so zone of 
proximal academic diagram it is. My goal is to make visible all of the tangible things that 
are part of our experience and context, even those that wouldn’t normally be considered 
as connected to digital education.

So that’s the theory, now onto the practice, or my favourite terrible word, praxis - here’s 
what I actually do to enact the ecosystem concept. 

Firstly, the ‘who’ - some of you may remember Ascilite 2020 where I talked about the 
concept of organisational learning design and the affordances that third space 
practitioners have to really change the world by designing culture, breaking down silos 
and so on. I am sorry to report that I did not let that one go, and now I lead a portfolio of 
45 third space professionals and empower them to do exactly this kind of thing. To quote 
Jo and Chie from earlier today, I will keep going until someone tells me to stop.

And by ‘this kind of thing’ I mean using our rich range of expertise domains and 
capabilities to create intentional change - to draw on Jo and Chie’s innovation principles 
again, we take a holistic view and focus on users (where ‘users’ here means staff even more 
than it means students), on ethical practice, on values. There aren’t really any limits here - if 
something isn’t working, that’s an agency space and we can act on it with intentional 
design to change it. We do that with business processes, where we design experience, not 



just function. We do it with policy - I often see people talk about policy as ‘other’, a fixed 
constraint, a big compliance stick to whack things with, but it is actually something you can 
change and design, and design for experience, not just risk management.

And we do it with people too, we deliberately design staff experience. In Peter’s keynote 
this morning someone asked how third space practitioners can help design more 
humanised experiences for students, and my answer to that is by designing them for staff. 
Teachers can’t create something they don’t experience. So I deliberately make space for 
staff to be human, and experience us as humans, all working towards things that matter - 
the consultative groups referred to here are very deliberately informal and allow us to have 
real conversations with the faculties, not just ‘professional’ conversations. And we make 
sure we look after our own identities and relationships too, through embedded 
community of practice work - we can’t create something we don’t experience any more 
than anyone else can.

There’s several more examples in the paper and in my head and I am probably too willing 
to talk about any of them at length, but the main point is that no piece of work is separate 
or other, everything is a very deliberate act of interconnection to serve building an 
ecosystem as a digital place for humans, for whole humans, not just parts of them.

I’ll finish with a bit of loop-closing. The human context piece is why I used Colin’s quote - 
considering how people’s context shapes their understanding of language is really 
important, and designing language for one audience won’t necessarily translate effectively 
into another. It’s a constant process of learning and adaptation.

And finally, hopefully it’s clear now why I couldn’t just come in here with a linear slide deck, 
you can’t talk about an ecosystem in a straight line (although I’ve created a PDF version 
that is for those who need or want it, because cognitive access is important). Thanks for 
staying the distance this afternoon and coming along, happy to keep the conversation 
going online via attendee hub and Twitter.




