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The model is grounded in seven years of curriculum design practice across multiple institutions and
disciplines. A companion paper, The Holistic Learning Compass: A Practice-Derived Framework for
Embedded Capability Development in Subject Teaching, documents the theoretical foundations,
methodology, and research agenda emerging from this work.

Executive Summary

In an era marked by accelerating technological change, planetary pressures, and evolving workforce
expectations, traditional approaches to education design are increasingly challenged in their ability
to respond. The Holistic Learning Compass is proposed as a learning design framework for integrated
capability development within the post-14 landscape. Moving beyond linear progression models, it
conceptualises learning as multidirectional, interconnected, and oriented toward meaningful real-
world application.

The framework is intended for post-14 educators, curriculum leaders, qualification designers, CPD
practitioners, lifelong learning providers, and organisational L&D professionals seeking to design
learning experiences that prepare individuals for complex and changing contexts.

Structured around four directional domains, Navigating (North), Exploration (East), Synergy (South),
and Wayfinding (West), with foundational literacies at the centre, the Compass provides both
conceptual orientation and practical guidance for curriculum and learning design. It integrates
contemporary themes such as Al ethics, planetary sustainability, neurodiversity inclusion, and socio-
economic resilience within a coherent framework for capability development.

This paper outlines the theoretical foundations of the Holistic Learning Compass, explains its
structural components, and illustrates potential applications across educational and professional
learning contexts. In doing so, it offers a structured approach for designing learning that reflects the
complexity of contemporary education, work, and society.
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1. Introduction: Why the Compass, Why Now?

1.1 The Learning Design Crisis

We stand at a critical juncture in education. The rapid emergence of artificial intelligence, the
urgency of climate action, the evolution of work, and the recognition of neurodiversity as strength
rather than deficit all demand a fundamental rethinking of how we design learning experiences. Yet
our educational frameworks remain largely rooted in industrial-age thinking: linear, standardised,
and disconnected from the complex realities learners face.

Consider the evidence: McKinsey Global Institute (2023) reports that 87% of companies worldwide
already experience skills gaps or expect them within the next five years. The World Economic
Forum’s Future of Jobs Report (2023) identifies critical thinking, creativity, resilience, and flexibility
as the top skills needed for 2025, yet traditional curricula struggle to develop these capabilities in
integrated ways. Meanwhile, UNESCO (2024) calls for education systems that can address planetary
sustainability, social justice, and technological ethics simultaneously, a challenge our
compartmentalised approaches cannot meet.

The urgency intensifies when we examine specific developments. The 2025 PISA reforms have
shifted from measuring pure academic knowledge to assessing creative thinking and collaborative
problem-solving, capabilities that don’t fit neatly into subject silos. OpenAl’s ChatGPT and other Al
copilots are already reshaping classrooms, with educators reporting that 73% of students regularly
use Al for homework assistance (Stanford Digital Education Initiative, 2024), yet few curricula
address Al literacy or ethical Al use. The UK’s Employer Skills Survey 2024 found that 68% of
employers struggle to find candidates with the right mix of technical skills and human capabilities, a
gap that widens each year.

These aren’t distant concerns, they’re immediate realities reshaping education as we systems
thinking and planetary boundaries. The mental health epidemic requires learning environments that
actively support wellbeing and neurodiversity. Many traditional education models, designed for
predictable careers in stable industries, struggle to address these interconnected challenges.

The post-pandemic world has further exposed education’s fragility. We've witnessed the largest
disruption to learning in history, revealing both digital divides and the limits of purely online
education. Economic uncertainty, automation anxiety, and the climate emergency create a perfect
storm demanding educational evolution. Young people face a job market where 65% of primary
school children will work in roles that don’t yet exist (World Economic Forum, 2023). Rising
inequality means education must actively build socio-economic resilience rather than perpetuate
privilege. The mental health crisis among learners, with anxiety and depression rates doubling since
2019, demands learning environments that heal rather than harm. This convergence of technological
disruption, planetary crisis, and human need creates an unprecedented mandate for change.

The Holistic Learning Compass emerges from this context as both response and solution. It offers a
strategic framework that acknowledges learning as multidimensional, non-linear, and inherently
connected to real-world challenges. Like a navigational compass that provides orientation without
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prescribing a single path, this framework guides without constraining, offering direction whilst
embracing the diversity of learning journeys.

1.2 Beyond Skills Frameworks

Whilst numerous competency frameworks exist, from the OECD’s Learning Compass 2030 to various
21st-century skills models, the Holistic Learning Compass distinguishes itself through several key
innovations:

¢ Integration over Addition: Rather than listing discrete skills, the Compass integrates
concepts within directional domains, recognising that contemporary challenges require
multiple capabilities working in concert.

e Directionality over Hierarchy: Learning is not a ladder to climb but a territory to explore.
The compass metaphor emphasises movement, choice, and the ability to navigate between
different modes of engagement.

e Embedded Ethics and Values: Each quadrant explicitly incorporates ethical dimensions, from
planetary stewardship in Navigating to neurodiversity affirmation in Exploration, making
values integral rather than supplementary.

e Al-Native Design: Created in the age of artificial intelligence, the framework assumes Al as
collaborator in learning design, modelling the very future it prepares learners to inhabit.

1.3 Theoretical Lineage and Departures

The Holistic Learning Compass builds upon and departs from established educational theory in
significant ways. Dewey’s (1938) experiential education provides foundational thinking about
learning through doing, yet the Compass extends this by mapping specific domains of experience
needed for contemporary life. Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle informs our understanding of
reflective practice, but where Kolb focuses on process, the Compass maps territory.

Freire’s (1970) critical pedagogy deeply influences the Navigating quadrant’s emphasis on civic
action and social justice, whilst lllich’s (1971) vision of learning webs prefigures our networked, non-
hierarchical approach. The framework resonates with Gardner’s (1983) multiple intelligences in
recognising diverse forms of capability but organises these relationally rather than as discrete
intelligences.

Contemporary influences include the OECD Learning Compass 2030, which shares the navigational
metaphor but differs in its more traditional competency structure. The UK’s Education Inspection
Framework (Ofsted, 2019) calls for personal development alongside academic achievement, the
Holistic Learning Compass provides a structure for achieving this integration. The European
Qualifications Framework’s (2017) emphasis on learning outcomes across knowledge, skills, and
competence aligns with our multidimensional approach whilst our framework adds explicit values
and relational.

1.4 Positioning and Distinction: Building on the Compass
Metaphor

Bernadette Doherty ¢ Page 6



The Holistic Learning Compass

The compass as a metaphor for learning resonates across educational thinking, most notably in the

OECD Learning Compass 2030. We acknowledge this shared navigational imagery whilst clarifying

that The Holistic Learning Compass has been developed independently through extensive

practitioner experience in UK further education, curriculum design, and workplace learning contexts.

Where the OECD framework provides high-level policy vision for national education systems, this

theory offers practical tools for educators, curriculum designers, and learning professionals working

directly with post-14 learners.

The distinctions are significant and purposeful:

Feature

Focus

Primary Audience

Application

Compass Structure

Implementation

Theory Scope

Values Integration

Assessment Approach

OECD Learning Compass 2030
Global education policy vision

Policymakers and national education
systems

Strategic direction setting

Conceptual orientation with agency at
centre

Broad competency categories

Visionary competencies for 2030

Implicit in competencies

Not specified

The Holistic Learning Compass
Practical learning design theory

Educators, curriculum designers,
FE/HE providers, CPD leads

Curriculum planning, instructional
design, professional learning

Four directional quadrants with
foundational literacies at core

Specific embedded concepts mapped
to each direction

Scaffolded capabilities for immediate
application

Explicitly embedded in each quadrant

Integrated multidimensional
approaches suggested

The choice to retain the compass metaphor is deliberate. Just as multiple map projections can

represent the same territory differently for different purposes, multiple compass frameworks can

guide learning in complementary ways. The Holistic Learning Compass specifically addresses the gap

between high-level policy vision and classroom reality, providing the granular, practical framework

that educators need to translate aspirational goals into learning experiences.

The addition of “Holistic” in our framework’s name signals this key differentiator: where policy

frameworks often fragment learning into discrete competencies, this theory insists on integration.

Every quadrant connects to every other; foundational literacies enable navigation in all directions;

values and skills develop together. This holistic approach reflects the reality that learners are whole

people navigating complex lives, not collections of competencies to be developed in isolation.

1.5 A Framework for Transformation

The Holistic Learning Compass is designed to be transformational at multiple levels:
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For Learners: It provides a mental model for understanding their own development, seeing
connections between seemingly disparate areas of growth

For Educators: It offers a design framework that moves beyond content delivery to
capability cultivation

For Institutions: It enables coherent curriculum design that responds to employer needs
whilst maintaining educational integrity

For Society: It positions education as a force for positive change, embedding civic
responsibility and planetary awareness throughout

Bernadette Doherty ¢ Page 8
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2. Theoretical Foundations

2.1 Learning as Navigation

The compass metaphor is deliberately chosen. Unlike maps that show fixed routes, a compass
provides orientation whilst allowing for multiple pathways. This aligns with contemporary
understanding of learning as complex, adaptive, and contextual (Siemens, 2017; Davis & Sumara,
2014).

The framework draws on several theoretical traditions:

Ecological Systems Theory

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model recognises learners as embedded within multiple
interacting systems. The Compass extends this by positioning the learner as navigator across these
systems, developing capabilities for each domain whilst maintaining central coherence.

Complexity Theory in Education

Following Mason (2008) and Biesta (2010), the framework acknowledges education as a complex
adaptive system. Linear cause-and-effect models fail; instead, we need frameworks that embrace
emergence, interconnection, and non-linearity.

Indigenous Knowledge Systems

The four-directions model resonates with Indigenous pedagogies that understand knowledge as
relational, place-based, and holistic (Battiste, 2013). This challenges Western compartmentalisation
whilst offering proven alternatives.

Neurodiversity Paradigm

The framework embeds Walker’s (2021) neurodiversity paradigm, recognising neurological diversity
as natural variation to be accommodated and celebrated, not pathologised or remediated.

2.2 Foundational Learning Theories

The Holistic Learning Compass synthesises insights from established learning theories whilst
addressing their limitations:

¢ Bloom’s Taxonomy (Revised): Anderson and Krathwohl’s (2001) revision provides cognitive
process dimensions yet remains hierarchical. The Compass reconceptualises these processes
as interconnected capabilities distributed across quadrants, creating in Exploration,
analysing in Wayfinding, applying in Navigating, understanding through Synergy.

e Gagné’s Nine Events of Instruction: Gagné’s (1985) systematic approach to instructional
design informs our implementation guidance, but we extend beyond suggests different
instructional approaches suited to its domain.

e Constructivism and Social Learning Theory: Building on Piaget (1952) and Vygotsky (1978),
the framework assumes learners actively construct knowledge through experience and
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social interaction. The Synergy quadrant particularly embodies Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal
Development, recognising learning as fundamentally social. Bandura’s (1977) social learning
theory informs our emphasis on modelling, particularly in the Navigating quadrant.

Experiential Learning: Beyond Kolb’s (1984) cycle, we draw on Jarvis’s (2006) more complex
model recognising multiple types of experience and transformation. The four quadrants
provide different modes of experiencing and processing, allowing for diverse learning
preferences and contexts.

Transformative Learning: Mezirow’s (1991) theory of perspective transformation deeply
influences the Navigating quadrant’s emphasis on critical reflection and social action.
However, we extend this by recognising transformation as potentially occurring through
creative expression (Exploration), relational connection (Synergy), or strategic insight
(Wayfinding).

Multiple Intelligences and Learning Styles: Whilst Gardner’s (1983) Ml theory has faced
critique, the recognition of diverse capabilities remains valuable. Rather than discrete
intelligences, the Compass presents integrated domains where multiple capabilities work in
concert. We avoid the problematic “learning styles” concept whilst honouring diverse
approaches to learning.

2.3 Contemporary Frameworks and Influences

UNESCO'’s Four Pillars of Learning: Delors et al. (1996) identified learning to know, to do, to
be, and to live together. The Compass operationalises these pillars: Wayfinding (knowing),
Navigating (doing), Exploration (being), and Synergy (living together), whilst adding
specificity and integration.

21st Century Skills Frameworks: Various frameworks (P21, ATC21S, EU Key Competences)
identify critical capabilities. The Compass organises these within a coherent structure rather
than presenting lengthy skill lists. Critical thinking appears in Wayfinding, creativity in
Exploration, collaboration in Synergy, and citizenship in Navigating.

OECD Learning Compass 2030: As discussed, we share the navigational metaphor but differ
in application. Where OECD focuses on student agency, we provide specific tools for
curriculum designers to foster that agency.

Universal Design for Learning: Meyer, Rose, and Gordon’s (2014) UDL principles
fundamentally shape our inclusive approach. Each quadrant offers multiple means of
engagement, representation, and action/expression, ensuring accessibility for all learners
including neurodivergent individuals.

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy: Gay’s (2018) and Ladson-Billings’ (1995) work on culturally
responsive teaching informs our approach to the Synergy quadrant and the framework’s
overall flexibility for local adaptation.

2.4 The Architecture of Integration

The Compass achieves integration through what we term “conceptual clustering”, grouping related

capabilities within directional domains whilst maintaining porosity between boundaries. This reflects
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recent neuroscience research on how brains actually develop expertise through pattern recognition
and connection-making rather than isolated skill acquisition (Immordino-Yang, 2016).

This approach draws on:

e Systems Thinking: Senge’s (2006) fifth discipline and Meadows’ (2008) systems approach
inform our understanding of interconnection. Learning domains are not isolated but
interdependent systems.

e Threshold Concepts: Meyer and Land’s (2003) notion of transformative concepts that open
new ways of thinking influences our selection of embedded concepts.

e Cognitive Load Theory: Sweller’s (1988) insights about working memory limitations inform
our clustering approach. By grouping related concepts, we reduce cognitive load whilst
building rich mental models.

e Communities of Practice: Wenger’s (1998) social theory of learning influences our
understanding of how capabilities develop through participation in meaningful activities,
reflected in our emphasis on real-world application.

Each quadrant represents not just a collection of skills but a mode of being in the world:

e Navigating: The active, responsible self-engaging with community and planet.

e Exploration: The creative, innovative self-pushing boundaries and imagining futures.
e Synergy: The relational, collaborative self-building connection and understanding.

e Wayfinding: The thinking, strategic self-making sense of complexity.

At the centre, foundational literacies provide the tools needed across all domains, not as
prerequisites but as continuously developing capabilities that enable deeper engagement in each
direction.

2.5 The Mechanism of Embedded Capability Development

The Holistic Learning Compass proposes that deeper learning occurs when subject knowledge is
connected to broader human capabilities and real-world contexts. Rather than treating capabilities
such as critical thinking, collaboration, and ethical reasoning as separate curriculum components,
the Compass embeds them directly within subject learning experiences.

This integration activates multiple dimensions of learner engagement simultaneously. Technical
knowledge is encountered not as abstract content but as part of meaningful systems involving
ethical considerations, social relationships, creative possibilities, and strategic decision-making. As
learners interpret subject knowledge through these different lenses, they construct richer mental
models and develop transferable capabilities alongside disciplinary understanding.

The mechanism therefore operates through three interconnected processes. First, contextualisation
situates subject learning within real-world systems and challenges, strengthening relevance and
motivation. Second, capability integration encourages learners to apply ethical, creative, relational,
and strategic thinking to disciplinary problems, deepening understanding. Third, learner agency
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positions students as active navigators of knowledge rather than passive recipients, increasing
engagement and ownership of learning.

Through these processes, subject learning becomes both technically rigorous and developmentally
expansive. The Compass therefore functions not simply as a curriculum framework but as a model
for how integrated capability development emerges within authentic learning contexts.

The following section outlines the structural architecture of the Holistic Learning Compass, detailing
the four directional domains and the foundational literacies that together support this integrated
model of capability development.
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3. The Four Quadrants: A Detailed Exploration

The Holistic Learning Compass is structured around four directional domains of capability
development, each representing a distinct mode of engagement with knowledge, society, and the
wider world. These quadrants are not hierarchical and should not be interpreted as stages of
progression. Rather, they represent complementary domains through which learners develop
balanced capability over time. At the centre of the Compass sit foundational literacies that enable
learners to navigate effectively across all domains.
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Figure 1: The Holistic Learning Compass

3.1 North — Navigating

Leadership, agency, civic contribution, and planetary resilience.

Theme Description

Moving beyond traditional citizenship education, this embraces active
participation in democratic processes, understanding of social justice,
and commitment to collective wellbeing. Research by Westheimer and
Kahne (2004) distinguishes between personally responsible,
participatory, and justice-oriented citizens, the Compass aims for all

Civic & Social Responsibility

three.
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Theme Description

Shared Civic Principles Understanding and contributing to the commons, recognising
interdependence, and building capacity for collective decision-making.
This draws on Ostrom’s (2015) work on governing commons and extends
it to digital and knowledge commons.

Sustainability & Planetary Not merely environmental education but a fundamental reorientation
Stewardship toward Earth as living system. Incorporates Rockstrom et al.’s (2009)
planetary boundaries framework and regenerative design principles.

Community & Planetary Building adaptive capacity at multiple scales. Integrates insights from
Resilience social-ecological resilience (Folke, 2016) with practical community
development approaches.

Socio-Economic Resilience Understanding economic systems, developing financial capability,
building capacity to navigate economic uncertainty, equitable systems.

Global Citizenship & Developing genuine intercultural competence, not tourist
Intercultural Dialogue multiculturalism but deep engagement with difference as resource for
learning and innovation (Deardorff, 2009).

Bioregionalism & Localism Reconnecting to place whilst maintaining global awareness.
Understanding local ecosystems, economies, and cultures as foundation
for broader engagement.

Digital Citizenship & Online Navigating digital spaces as civic spaces, understanding platform power,
Responsibility data rights, and online community dynamics. Critical engagement with
technology’s role in democracy.

3.2 East — Exploration

Creativity, problem-solving, entrepreneurship, and future-readiness.

Theme Description

Creative Design Thinking Beyond formulaic design thinking processes to genuine creative capacity.
Integrates arts-based ways of knowing with systematic innovation
approaches (Eisner, 2002; Brown, 2009).

Entrepreneurship & Not just business creation but recognising opportunities for positive
Innovation Mindset change across sectors. Social entrepreneurship, intrapreneurship, and
system innovation all find home here.

Futures Literacy & Developing what UNESCO terms “futures literacy”, the capacity to use
Adaptability the future creatively in the present. Includes scenario planning, trend
analysis, and anticipatory thinking.

Career & Life Planning Moving beyond job preparation to life design. Integrates Savickas’s
(2013) career construction theory with contemporary portfolio career
realities.
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Theme

Digital Collaboration &
Leadership

Posthuman & Planet-Centred
Design

Neurodiversity-Affirming
Creativity

Adaptability in Al-Augmented
Workforces

3.3 South — Synergy

Description

Leading in hybrid spaces, understanding platform affordances, building
distributed teams, and creating inclusive digital environments.

Designing beyond human users to consider more-than-human
stakeholders. Integrates emerging post humanist design theory with
practical application.

Recognising and nurturing diverse creative processes. Understanding
how different minds create differently and designing environments that
support all forms of creative expression.

Developing collaborative relationships with Al tools, understanding
human-Al partnership patterns, and maintaining human agency within
automated systems.

Emotional intelligence, safety, belonging, and working with others.

Concept

Emotional & Social
Intelligence

Cultural Competence

Equity, Safety & Belonging

Collaboration & Collective
Intelligence

Feedback Fluency

Insight to Action

Trauma-Informed Practice &
Psychological Safety

Description

Grounded in Goleman’s (2006) framework but extended through
contemporary affective neuroscience. Includes emotion regulation,
empathy development, and social awareness.

Deep cultural fluency rather than surface diversity training.
Understanding cultural dimensions of communication, conflict, and
collaboration (Hofstede et al., 2010).

Creating and maintaining inclusive environments. Understanding power
dynamics, microaggressions, and systemic barriers whilst building
genuine belonging.

Moving beyond teamwork to genuine collective intelligence.
Understanding how groups can become smarter than their smartest
members (Woolley et al., 2010).

Giving, receiving, and integrating feedback as core learning practice.
Includes peer assessment, constructive critique, and growth-oriented
communication.

Translating collective understanding into coordinated action. Bridge-
building between reflection and implementation.

Understanding trauma’s impact on learning and creating environments
that promote healing and growth. Integrates van der Kolk’s (2014)
trauma research with Edmondson’s (2019) psychological safety
framework.
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Concept

Neurodiversity Inclusion

Description

Beyond accommodation to genuine inclusion. Understanding different
communication styles, sensory needs, and social preferences as variation
rather than deficit.

3.4 West — Wayfinding

Critical reasoning, metacognition, systems thinking, and judgement.

Concept

Description

Strategic Literacy

Cognitive Thinking & Ethical
Reasoning

Cognitive Agility & Learning to
Learn

Cognitive Flexibility

Storytelling for Influence

Organisational Politics &
Influence

Al Ethics & Human-Al
Collaboration

Metacognition & Learning

Engineering

Systemic Thinking &
Interdependency

Information Ecology &
Attention Management

Understanding strategy as ongoing navigation rather than fixed planning.
Includes strategic thinking, decision-making under uncertainty, and
adaptive management.

Integrating multiple thinking modes: critical, creative, caring, and
collaborative thinking (Lipman, 2003). Ethical reasoning as a core
cognitive skill.

Developing metacognitive awareness and self-regulated learning
capabilities. Understanding how to approach novel learning challenges.

Shifting between different conceptual frameworks, perspective-taking,
and avoiding cognitive rigidity. Essential for navigating polarised
environments.

Understanding narrative as a sense-making tool. Crafting compelling
stories that inspire action whilst maintaining truth and nuance.

Navigating institutional dynamics ethically. Understanding formal and
informal power structures whilst maintaining integrity.

Developing critical perspectives on Al whilst building collaborative
capacity. Understanding bias, transparency, and human oversight needs.

Applying scientific understanding of learning to one’s own development.
Includes spaced practice, retrieval strategies, and cognitive load
management.

Seeing connections, understanding feedback loops, and recognising
unintended consequences. Essential for addressing complex global
challenges.

Navigating information abundance whilst maintaining focus.
Understanding attention as a resource and developing appropriate
management strategies.

3.5 The Core — Foundational Literacies

Learning access, cognitive diversity, and multiple pathways to capability.
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Literacy Description
| |
Data & Digital Literacy Understanding data as the language of the contemporary world. Includes

data interpretation, digital tool fluency, and critical engagement with
algorithmic systems.

Al Literacy Moving beyond fear or hype to genuine understanding of Al capabilities
and limitations. Includes prompt engineering, output evaluation, and
ethical Al use.

Communication & Oracy Recognising spoken communication as equally important to written.
Includes presentation skills, dialogue facilitation, and multimodal
communication.

Applied Numeracy Mathematics as a practical tool for understanding the world. Includes
statistical thinking, quantitative reasoning, and mathematical modelling.

Critical Thinking Systematic approach to evaluating claims, recognising bias, and
constructing arguments. Foundation for all other thinking skills.

Information Literacy Navigating information landscapes with sophistication. Includes source
evaluation, fact-checking, and understanding information warfare.

Algorithmic Thinking & Understanding computational approaches to problem-solving whilst
Pattern Recognition recognising their limitations. Developing skills that complement rather
than compete with machine intelligence.

Resilient Learning Strategies Building sustainable learning practices that work across contexts.
Includes stress management, recovery from setback, and maintaining
motivation.
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4. Implementation: From Theory to Practice

4.1 Early Implementation Challenges

Before exploring specific implementation approaches, we must acknowledge the tensions
institutions may face when adopting the Compass framework. Resource constraints often limit
professional development time, making it challenging for educators to shift from content delivery to
navigation facilitation. Assessment systems built around standardised testing resist multidimensional
evaluation approaches. Timetabling structures designed for subject silos can impede integrated
learning experiences. Additionally, some educators may feel overwhelmed by the framework’s
breadth, unsure where to begin their own navigation journey. Recognising these challenges, we
recommend starting small, pilot projects in single modules or departments can demonstrate value
and build confidence before wider adoption. Success requires both institutional support and
educator agency, with time allocated for collaborative planning and iterative refinement.

4.2 For Curriculum Designers

The Compass provides a coherent framework for curriculum architecture that moves beyond
content coverage to capability development. Implementation involves:

e Mapping Existing Provision: Audit current curriculum against Compass quadrants. Example
in Practice: A BTEC Health & Social Care programme might discover strong Synergy coverage
(care skills) but limited Wayfinding (strategic thinking about health systems). Rebalancing
could involve adding systems thinking modules examining healthcare policy and economics.

e Designing Learning Journeys: Create pathways that allow learners to move between
guadrants based on interest and need. Build in reflection points for learners to recognise
their own navigation patterns. Example in Practice: An engineering apprenticeship could
structure each term around a different quadrant, Term 1: Wayfinding (engineering principles
and systems), Term 2: Exploration (innovation projects), Term 3: Synergy (collaborative
design), Term 4: Navigating (sustainable engineering and ethics).

e Assessment Alignment: Develop assessment approaches that honour the multidimensional
nature of learning. Portfolio assessment, peer review, and real-world application projects
align better than traditional testing.

¢ Integration Opportunities: Identify where concepts from different quadrants naturally
connect. Design learning experiences that require navigation across domains.

Implementation Starter Guide

1. Begin with a pilot module or unit, not whole programme transformation
2. Map one existing course against the Compass to identify quick wins

3. Create a simple learner self-assessment tool based on the quadrants

4. Design one integrated project that touches all four domains

5. Document learner journeys to build evidence for wider adoption

Bernadette Doherty ¢ Page 18



The Holistic Learning Compass

Training Recommendations: Educators need support to shift from content delivery to navigation
facilitation. Professional development should model the Compass approach, experiencing all
guadrants whilst developing facilitation skills.

4.3 For Qualification Bodies

The Compass offers opportunity to reimagine qualifications for contemporary relevance:

e Modular Architecture: Design qualifications that allow learners to build expertise in chosen
directions whilst maintaining core coverage. Micro-credentials for specific concept clusters.

e Progressive Complexity: Rather than linear levels, consider how learners might deepen
engagement within quadrants or expand across them. Recognise different forms of
expertise.

e Industry Alignment: Work with employers to map role requirements against Compass
domains. Build qualifications that develop relevant combinations of capabilities.

e Recognition of Prior Learning: The Compass provides framework for recognising diverse
learning experiences. Life experience maps naturally onto quadrants.

4.4 For Workplace Learning

The Compass translates directly to organisational learning needs:

e Leadership Development: Map leadership competencies against quadrants. Design
development programmes that build navigation capacity across all domains.

e Team Composition: Use Compass to understand team strengths and gaps. Build diverse
teams that collectively cover all quadrants.

e Career Pathways: Help employees understand their own navigation patterns and design
development opportunities that expand range.

e Organisational Culture: Use Compass concepts to build learning cultures. What would an
organisation strong in each quadrant look like?

4.5 AI-Enhanced Implementation

The Compass framework is designed to work effectively alongside Al systems, not as a replacement
for educator expertise but as an augmentation tool. When used intentionally, Al can accelerate
curriculum design, surface interdisciplinary connections, and support reflective learning.

e Content Curation: Al tools can identify resources aligned with specific concept clusters
within each Compass direction, helping educators assemble diverse learning materials
quickly while maintaining coherence.

e Assessment Design: Generative Al can assist educators in designing authentic assessment
tasks that integrate multiple capabilities across the Compass directions. This enables
assessments that capture technical competence alongside strategic thinking, collaboration,
and responsible action.
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e Reflection Support: Al-based coaching tools can help learners recognise their learning
patterns, reflect on decisions, and plan future development, strengthening metacognitive
awareness and strategic learning.

The following examples demonstrate how Al tools can support educators in applying the Holistic

Learning Compass during curriculum design and programme review.

Al Co-Design Example

Educators can use Al as a design partner when planning learning experiences.

Curriculum Mapping with AI

Educators can use Al to map existing courses against the Compass quadrants, identifying gaps and
opportunities within current programmes.
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5. Illustrative Use Cases: Applying the Compass
in Context

The following fictionalised use cases demonstrate how the Holistic Learning Compass can inform
curriculum, training, and strategy across diverse sectors. These are illustrative composites based on
real practitioner insights and hypothetical scenarios, designed to demonstrate practical application
of the framework. These examples illustrate potential applications and outcomes, showing how
different institutions might adapt the framework to their specific contexts and needs.

5.1 Further Education: Digital Skills Programme Redesign

Context: Imagine a large FE college seeking to transform their digital skills provision to better
prepare learners for rapidly evolving technological landscapes.

Potential Application: Rather than offering separate, siloed courses for different technologies, the
college could create an integrated programme using the Compass framework:

e Navigating: Learners could engage in digital citizenship projects addressing real community
needs, developing understanding of technology’s social impact.

e Exploration: Innovation labs could provide space for learners to prototype solutions,
fostering entrepreneurial thinking alongside technical skills.

e Synergy: Collaborative coding environments emphasising pair programming and team
projects could build both technical and interpersonal capabilities.

e Wayfinding: Systems thinking modules could help learners understand platform economies,
data ethics, and strategic technology choices.

Anticipated Benefits: This approach could potentially improve learner engagement by connecting
technical skills to real-world purpose, enhance employer satisfaction through more rounded
graduates, and increase learner confidence in navigating.

5.2 Higher Education: Reimagining Honours Programmes

Context: Consider a forward-thinking university aiming to prepare graduates for careers that may
not yet exist, recognising the need for adaptability and interdisciplinary thinking.

Potential Application: An Integrated Honours programme structured around the Compass could
allow students to design personalised pathways:

e Year 1: Foundational literacies core modules plus introduction to all quadrants through
taster experiences.

* Year 2: Deep exploration of two chosen quadrants with an integration project connecting
both domains.

e Year 3: Specialisation within a primary quadrant whilst maintaining connections to other
domains through a capstone project.
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Anticipated Benefits: Such a programme could produce graduates with both depth and breadth,
equipped with the navigation skills to pivot between careers and the foundational literacies to
continue learning throughout life. The structure would support diverse learning preferences and
career aspirations whilst maintaining academic rigour.

5.3 Workplace Learning: Healthcare Leadership Development

Context: Healthcare systems globally face complex challenges requiring leaders who can navigate
uncertainty, drive innovation, build inclusive cultures, and think strategically about resource
allocation.

Potential Application: A healthcare leadership academy could structure their senior leadership
programme around the Compass:

e Navigating: Modules on leading system transformation for population health, understanding
health inequalities, and driving sustainable healthcare.

e Exploration: Innovation labs for service redesign, digital health transformation, and new
care model development.

e Wayfinding: Strategic thinking for resource allocation, systems analysis of healthcare
challenges, and evidence-based decision-making.

Anticipated Benefits: This holistic approach could develop leaders capable of addressing
healthcare’s multifaceted challenges, moving beyond traditional management training to develop
the full range of capabilities needed in contemporary healthcare leadership.

5.4 Professional Development: Teaching in the Digital Age

Context: Educators across sectors need support in adapting their practice for Al-augmented learning
environments whilst maintaining human connection and pedagogical excellence.

Potential Application: A CPD programme for educators could use the Compass to structure
professional growth:

e Navigating: Understanding educator responsibility in the Al age, digital citizenship
modelling, and ethical technology use.

e Exploration: Experimenting with Al tools for learning design, creating innovative assessment
approaches, and reimagining the educator role.

e Synergy: Building learning communities, facilitating online collaboration, and supporting
diverse learners in digital spaces.

e Wayfinding: Developing critical perspectives on EdTech, understanding learning analytics,
and strategic curriculum planning.

Anticipated Benefits: Educators could develop confidence in navigating technological change whilst
maintaining focus on human relationships and learning outcomes. The framework would support
both tech-confident and tech-cautious educators in finding their path.
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5.5 Organisational Strategy: Future-Ready Workforce
Development

Potential Application: An organisation could use the Compass to create a coherent L&D strategy:
e Map current skills and capabilities against the four quadrants to identify organisational
strengths and gaps.

e Design role families based on primary quadrant focus whilst ensuring all employees develop
foundational literacies.

e Create career pathways that allow movement between quadrants as interests and
organisational needs evolve.

e Develop team composition strategies ensuring project teams have coverage across all
domains.

Anticipated Benefits: This approach could create more agile, resilient organisations with employees
who understand how their development connects to organisational strategy. It would support both
specialist depth and generalist breadth, recognising both as valuable.

Moving from Illustration to Implementation

These use cases demonstrate the Compass’s versatility across contexts. Real implementation would
require:

e [nstitutional commitment to holistic development over narrow skill acquisition.

e Investment in educator/facilitator development to support new approaches.

e Evolution of assessment and credentialing systems to recognise multidimensional growth.

e Patience to allow new approaches to embed and demonstrate impact.
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6. Critical Considerations and Limitations

6.1 Cultural Responsiveness

Whilst the Compass draws on diverse knowledge traditions, its four-direction model may not
resonate equally across all cultures. Implementation must remain sensitive to local ways of knowing
and being. The framework should be adapted rather than imposed. As Ladson-Billings (2014) argues,
culturally sustaining pedagogy requires not just responsiveness but active sustaining of linguistic,
literate, and cultural pluralism as part of schooling for positive transformation.

For example, in collectivist cultures, the Synergy quadrant might become the primary entry point,
with individual navigation emerging through group processes. Indigenous communities might
reframe the directions through their own cosmologies, perhaps earth, sky, water, and fire rather
than compass points. Urban contexts might emphasise digital literacies more strongly than rural
implementations. The framework’s strength lies in its adaptability, core principles remain whilst
surface expressions shift to honour local wisdom and needs.

6.2 Assessment Challenges

Traditional assessment systems struggle with multidimensional frameworks. Moving beyond
standardised testing requires institutional courage and system change. The Compass challenges us
to develop assessment literacies that match its ambitions. As Shepard (2000) notes, assessment and
learning are inextricably linked, our assessment practices must evolve to support the complex
capabilities the Compass develops. This might include portfolio assessment (Paulson et al., 1991),
authentic performance tasks (Wiggins, 1993), and peer assessment processes (Topping, 2018).

6.3 Resource Requirements

Implementing the Compass may require investment in educator development, collaborative
curriculum planning, and supporting infrastructure. Institutions may need time and space for
professional learning communities to experiment with integrated approaches. However, the
framework’s modularity allows progressive implementation, beginning with small pilot projects
before wider adoption.

6.4 Avoiding Reductionism

The danger with any framework is reducing complex human development to simple categories. The
Compass must be held lightly, as navigation aid, not prescription. Learners may identify with
multiple quadrants simultaneously or find their own unique paths between them.

~. Future Directions

7.1 Research Agenda

The Compass opens multiple research directions:
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e Longitudinal studies tracking learner navigation patterns over time
e Cultural adaptation studies exploring framework relevance across contexts
e Neuroscience research on how integrated learning affects brain development

e Efficacy studies comparing Compass-based curricula with traditional approaches

7.2 Technology Development

Opportunities for EdTech innovation:
e Al navigators that provide personalised learning recommendations
¢ VR/AR environments allowing experiential learning across quadrants
e Blockchain credentials capturing multidimensional achievements

e Analytics dashboards visualising learning journeys

7.3 Policy Implications
The Compass suggests need for policy evolution:

e Qualification frameworks that recognise non-linear progression
e Quality assurance approaches appropriate for multidimensional learning

e Teacher education that prepares educators as learning designers
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8. Key Principles Behind the Holistic Learning
Compass

In developing and applying any learning theory, clarity of principles provides the north star for
decision-making. These principles ensure coherence across implementation contexts, guide
adaptation efforts, and maintain the integrity of the framework as it evolves. They represent not just
design choices but fundamental commitments about the nature and purpose of education in the
21st century.

The Holistic Learning Compass is built on foundational principles that go beyond curriculum content.
These principles guide how we design, deliver, and evaluate learning in a way that responds to the
needs of our time:

6. Real-World Relevance: Learning must prepare individuals to engage meaningfully with the
world around them, socially, economically, and environmentally. The Compass centres
education on authentic challenges, future-focused skills, and the ability to take purposeful
action.

7. Integrated Development: Cognitive, emotional, social, ethical, and strategic capabilities are
not separate strands of learning, they are interwoven. The Compass positions them as
equally important, ensuring balanced development across domains.

8. Adaptive Thinking: In a world shaped by rapid technological and societal shifts, learners
must be adaptable, self-aware, and prepared for uncertainty. The Compass promotes
learning-to-learn, metacognition, and resilience as core educational outcomes.

9. Inclusive Design: No learner should be left behind or expected to conform to a narrow
definition of success. The model is intentionally designed to support neurodivergent
learners, diverse communities, and multiple expressions of intelligence and creativity.

10. Ethical Imperatives: are ethical imperatives. The Compass places digital fluency, Al ethics,
and responsible tech use at its core to support empowered, conscious participation in a
digital society.

11. Collective Growth: Learning is not just personal, it’s relational. The Compass highlights the
importance of collaboration, cultural competence, and social responsibility to build stronger
communities and workplaces.

12. Design for Impact: Education must lead to action, not just understanding. Whether
designing qualifications, CPD, or curriculum pathways, the Compass encourages outcomes
that translate into real-world capability, agency, and leadership.
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9. Conclusion: A Compass for Systemic Change

The Holistic Learning Compass is more than a conceptual framework; it is a call to reorient education
around what truly matters in the real world. In a time of rapid technological change, rising
inequality, and global uncertainty, we need more than qualifications and content coverage. We need
education that develops agency, resilience, collaboration, and ethical decision-making. We need a
shared language that helps learners not just consume knowledge but navigate complexity with
clarity and purpose.

This learning design theory offers a clear, adaptable structure for doing exactly that. It speaks to
educators, curriculum designers, instructional developers, employers, and system leaders alike.
Whether used to design a post-16 vocational programme, an adult learning module, or an
organisational CPD strategy, the Compass anchors learning design in real-world relevance and
human development.

It is also an invitation, to think differently, to build differently, and to move as a community of
practice. The Compass is not static. It is a working theory for a living system. One that grows stronger
the more we test it, adapt it, and share it across sectors and silos.

Let this be the start of a shift, away from fragmented learning and towards holistic As we face an
uncertain future, we need learners who can navigate without fixed maps, who can find their way by
reading the signs, adjusting their course, and maintaining their bearings even when the destination
remains unclear. The Holistic Learning Compass offers orientation for this journey.

The invitation is clear: Join us in building learning that matters. Share this framework. Test it. Adapt
it. Make it yours. Together, we can create education that truly prepares people for life, not just
exams.

Your Next Steps

e For Educators: Start by mapping your current teaching against the four quadrants. Which do
you emphasise? Which might you explore?

e  For Curriculum Designers: Choose one module or unit to redesign using the Compass.
Document the journey and share your insights.

e For Institutions: Convene a working group to explore how the Compass might inform your
strategic planning or qualification reform.

e For L&D Professionals: Identify which quadrant your organisation most needs to develop.
Design a pilot intervention targeting that domain.

e  For All: Join the conversation at #HolisticLearningCompass. Share your experiments,
challenges, and breakthroughs.

The Compass points the way, but we must walk the path together.

#HolisticLearningCompass e #FutureReadyLearning e #EdTech e #FurtherEducation e
#CurriculumDesign e #LearningDesign
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Appendix A: Methodology & Evidence Base

Research Approach

The Holistic Learning Compass emerges from a Design-Based Research (DBR) methodology (Barab &
Squire, 2004), which positions theory development within iterative cycles of design, implementation,
analysis, and refinement. This approach recognises that educational innovation requires both
theoretical grounding and practical application, with each informing the other.

Source of Insights
This framework draws upon:
e Over 1,000 hours of curriculum design across Further Education, Higher Education, and
workplace learning contexts

e Direct experience designing and delivering Continuing Professional Development
programmes for 500+ educators

e  Curriculum audits across 15 institutions revealing consistent gaps in holistic development
approaches

e Analysis of qualification specifications from major UK awarding bodies (City & Guilds,
Pearson, OCR)

e Consultation with neurodivergent learners and educators on inclusive design principles

e Review of employer feedback from Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education
standards

Pilot Applications

Early informal implementations of Compass principles have occurred in:

e Further Education teacher training programmes, using the framework to support reflective
practice and help trainee educators connect subject teaching with wider learner capability
development.

e Digital skills bootcamps, integrating technical learning with civic and real-world application,
such as using data or automation skills to address community or organisational challenges.

e Apprenticeships, embedding the Holistic Learning Compass within workplace projects to
connect technical competence with collaboration, strategic thinking, and responsible
professional practice.

e Bespoke learning programmes, where curriculum design used the Compass to structure
learning experiences that intentionally develop both subject expertise and broader human
capabilities.

e Organisational L&D strategies, mapping employee development across the Compass
domains to align technical training with leadership, collaboration, and strategic capability.
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The Holistic Learning Compass

These applications, whilst not formal research studies, have consistently revealed improved learner
engagement, clearer development pathways, and stronger real-world application of learning.

Observed Gaps in Traditional Models

Through this practitioner research, several critical gaps emerged in existing curriculum frameworks:

13. Fragmentation: Skills taught in isolation without integration pathways

14. Values Deficit: Technical competence prioritised over ethical development

15. Static Design: Frameworks assuming stable career paths in rapidly changing contexts
16. Narrow Assessment: Focus on measurable outcomes missing crucial capabilities

17. Exclusion by Design: Neurotypical assumptions limiting access and success

Theoretical Influences

The framework synthesises insights from:

e Universal Design for Learning (Meyer, Rose & Gordon, 2014): Informing inclusive, flexible
approaches

e Evidence-Based Teaching (Petty, 2014): Grounding practice in research
e Action Mapping (Moore, 2017): Focusing on performance rather than information
e (Critical Digital Pedagogy (Stommel, 2014): Questioning technology’s role in learning

e Trauma-Informed Education (SAMHSA, 2014): Recognising learning as and emergence

Limitations and Future Research

As practitioner-led theory, the Holistic Learning Compass requires:

e Formal empirical validation through controlled studies
e Longitudinal tracking of learner outcomes

e Cross-cultural adaptation studies

e Integration with existing qualification frameworks

e Development of assessment methodologies aligned with multidimensional growth
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