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Learning through work has been the single most important process for developing the capacities required for 

the occupations that served personal and societal across human history. Prior to industrialization in Europe, 

the learning of occupational competence in family or small businesses had largely sustained humanity there 

for over a millennium in highly consistent ways, for instance. Yet, similar processes were enacted even 

earlier in Mesopotamia, Hellenic Greece and also China with the latter offering perhaps the most enduring 

and expansive example of the salience of learning occupations through their practice. However, since the 

advent of mass and universal education, the standing of practice-based learning experiences have been 

denigrated, and within educational discourses these processes are often described as being informal or ad 

hoc, and their outcomes concrete and piecemeal. Now, both procedural imperatives and conceptual advances 

are warranting a re-consideration of the legitimacy and worth of learning through practice, particularly in the 

fields comprising vocational, higher and professional education. This re-consideration needs to extend to 

having clear explanations of the processes and outcomes of learning through practice, including what kinds 

of experiences are generative of kinds of the knowledge required for occupational practice. Moreover, it begs 

for a science of learning through practice to be advanced with its attendant curriculum and pedagogic and 

personal epistemological practices. 

This talk seeks to offer some initial explanations of how such a science might be premised, through 

advancing and discussing conceptions of the processes and outcomes learning through practice drawing upon 

recent theoretical and empirical advances. This includes some premises about how learning through work 

progresses. It also delineates some premises for curriculum, pedagogy and personal epistemological practices 

that likely support what effective learning through practice. Importantly, it discusses how the applications of 

such a science of learning might inform contemporary requirements for work and work practice.  In 

concluding, it speculates some of the key conceptual and procedural challenges that confront the 

development of a science of learning through practice. 
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