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Session Learning Outcomes  
 
By the end of this session, delegates will be able to: 
 

1. Reflect on the metaphors for professional learning they currently use and how they 
may influence their practice 

 
2. Critically evaluate a new proposed metaphor for professional learning of academics as 

an 'interplay' between the vertical domain of public knowledge and the horizontal 
domain of practical wisdom 

 
3. Consider how the proposed metaphor may influence their approach to supporting 

academic teams in changing their practice 
 
Session Outline 
 
Metaphors, linguistic representations, are helpful in attempts to capture the human 
experience of learning, but dominant metaphors may be misleading (Lakoff & Johnson 1980; 
Hager 2008). As academic developers the metaphors we hold for professional learning shape 
our understanding of the knowledge base of academic staff and influence our approach to 
supporting them. An alternative is needed to the paradigmatic theory-practice ‘gap’ metaphor 
which often underpins research and practice in academic development. This workshop is an 
opportunity to critically evaluate a proposed metaphor for the workplace learning of 
academics as 'interplay' between the vertical domain of public knowledge and the horizontal 
domain of practical wisdom (Boyd & Bloxham 2013 In Press). This situative metaphor is based 
on a socio-cultural perspective (Blackler 1995; Wenger 1998). It is informed by Bernstein’s 
thinking on vertical and horizontal discourses  (1999) and by Bolt’s on formal and informal 
workplace learning (2008). The metaphor was developed and tested within a research project 
focusing on how academics grade student coursework, it used think aloud protocols followed 
by semi-structured interviews. The term 'interplay'  was selected for the metaphor as it 
captured the use of power by academics during grading and moderation of student work 
linked to the different kinds of professional status claimed by individuals and roles. 
 
The workshop will begin with a reflective task for participants on the metaphors for learning 
they currently hold. Engaging with metaphors for learning is a creative learning activity that 
participants may consider as part of postgraduate programmes for new lecturers. Following 
this, after a brief introduction, participants will use the proposed alternative metaphor as a 
lens by which to analyse a practical issue they currently face in their academic development 



work. This main activity will provide a basis for critical evaluation of the proposed metaphor. 
The workshop will also provide an experiential opportunity to evaluate a creative session 
using metaphor to support the reflective learning of educators. 
 
Session Activities and Approximate Timings 
 
1. Reflecting on and sharing currently held metaphors for professional learning, a post-it 
exercise followed by brief discussion (20 minutes) 
 
2. Introduction to the new proposed metaphor using brief presentation and small group 
discussion of a concise handout (20 minutes) 
 
3. Application of the proposed metaphor to practical issues faced by participants in academic 
development work, working in small groups (20 minutes) 
 
4. Sharing of key questions and issues, whole group discussion. 'How might engaging with 
metaphors for learning contribute to lecturer development?' 'Could the metaphor of 'interplay' 
replace the 'gap' when considering lecturers' professional learning? (20 minutes) 
 
5. Plenary - the significance of metaphors for learning and the value of practical workshop 
activity for surfacing, questioning and developing these (10 minutes) 
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