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INTRODUCTION 

 
Work-Integrated Learning (WIL) is inherently reflective – ākonga learn through reflection on their 
practice. At higher levels of learning, WIL learners are researchers deeply embedded in their contexts. 
They are working in conditions of uncertainty, shifting technologies, evolving professional identities 
(Billett, 2009; Gherardi, 2012) and are necessarily insiders (Mann et al., 2024). The questions that matter 
incorporate multidimensionality, messiness, ambiguity and wickedness. We need to provide learners 
with navigation tools for these messy lowlands (Schön, 1995). 

This paper explores the question, how can metaphor as method support learning in the messy lowlands 
of WIL? We suggest metaphor as method expands WIL approaches to revealing emergent conceptual 
theory-practice nuances, as well as sharpening our attention to metaphors in use, to think with, and as 
metaphors of change (Saglietti, Brabant, & Holmén, 2025).  

In this paper, three WIL researchers reflect on metaphor as method within their practice: Peter’s running 
surveys help him navigate vocational education in era of AI; Sam’s seeing systems highlights the never-
ending process of meaning-making; and Ruth’s dwelling on shores explore a deepening ethical and 
relational becoming with place. The three reflections are ordered to represent increasing levels of 
metaphoric abstraction but also of increasing embodiment. 

METAPHOR AS METHOD 

Running Surveys: Positioning the Unknown from the Unknown 

My contribution to this paper comes from my doctoral work in vocational education during the era of 
AI, using the metaphor of the running survey as both a way of thinking and a way of researching. A 
running survey is a coastal charting practice: you do not stand on a stable hill and “capture” the 
landscape. You chart from a moving vessel, taking repeated bearings on landmarks that come in and 
out of view, and you redraw as conditions shift. The method begins with an honest admission: my 
position is never neutral, and my knowledge is always partial. That partiality is not a weakness to be 
corrected; it is the condition of responsible knowing, because it keeps location, implication, and 
accountability in view (Haraway, 1988). 



 

 
  Clare Dannenberg, Jenny Fleming & Karsten E. Zegwaard  

 Combined Refereed Proceedings of the 6th WACE International 21 
 Research Symposium, on Cooperative and Work-Integrated Education 

 and the WILNZ Annual Conference, Auckland, 2026 

Within work-integrated learning, this matters because practitioners do not research from the outside. 
We are inside the work, shaped by institutional currents, technological change, and layered identities 
that move across contexts and roles. The running survey offers a disciplined way to inquire from within 
that movement. It treats professional practice research not as a hunt for a final map, but as a sequence 
of provisional charts that show where we are, what we can see from here, and what has shifted since 
the last bearing. This makes the method well-suited to WIL contexts that are multidimensional, messy, 
and ethically alive, where sense-making must remain connected to doing, and where inquiry is 
inseparable from the practitioner’s ongoing becoming (Billett, 2009; Costley, 2018; Gherardi, 2012). 

In practice, I use the running survey through a cycle of (1) reflective journalling and narrative vignettes, 
(2) artefact-based mapping, and (3) iterative rewriting as a way of thinking. Writing is not simply a 
record of what I already know; it is a method for working into what is not yet clear, and for noticing the 
metaphors that are quietly steering decisions, policy, and pedagogy (Richardson & St. Pierre, 2005). In 
this sense, the running survey aligns with Lakoff and Johnson’s argument that metaphors are not 
decorative language, but conceptual structures that shape how we think and act (Lakoff & Johnson, 
2003). 

The “landmarks” I take bearings on are emergent and contested: the human zone in education, co-
agency with AI, shifting knowledge practices, and the ethical question of whose stories are being told 
when practice is narrated from within. Each landmark is revisited over time through new bearings, not 
to stabilize it prematurely, but to make visible how it is changing, what it reveals, and what it hides. 
The outcome is a set of partial, provisional maps that do not claim completeness, but do offer something 
valuable for WIL researchers: a way to locate metaphors at work, track their narrative effects, and 
deliberately craft alternative metaphors that open up different possibilities for practice. 

Seeing Systems 

Some people see more colors, others claim to see smells. I see systems. If I look at a forest, I "see" the 
flows of water, nutrients, energy, all flowing as if superimposed on the visual representation. In a built 
area I see flows of people, traffic, information. Like long exposure photographs of traffic at night - 
streaming ribbons of white and red, but for the elements that make up our lived environments - 
physical, natural, cultural. I see landscapes as geological lava flows, forests as moving breathing 
blankets, braided rivers not as just where the water happens to be now, but dynamically owning the 
whole plain. I don't need Augmented Reality - I'm waiting for it to catch up with me.  

I can't, of course, see these flows. Maybe it is my training as a biogeographer, the diagrams from first 
year textbooks, freed from the pages to superimpose themselves on the world. But for me, this is seeing 
metaphorically, because what I am perceiving is not the world as it presents immediately and visually, 
but the world interpreted through borrowed structures, models, and analogies that help me make sense 
of complexity or to see the complexity hidden beneath the surface. I am not claiming a superpower here. 
I know that others see the unseen according to their profession and training – my doctor friends tell me 
they can “see” the bones of a person they see limping, and our builder seems to know (miraculously to 
me) exactly where the studs are in our house.  
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My use of metaphor in research is shaped less by the metaphors I arrive at than by the act of searching 
for them. If I look at a forest, the flows are there, sometimes as rhizomes (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987), 
sometimes as forest ecosemiotic relations (Maran, 2020), as Cynefin sensemaking dynamics (Snowden, 
2010), or as an estuary where uncertainty is the norm (Snowden, 2024). I wish I could, but I can't see the 
three-dimensional flights paths that birds must see. The value is in searching through these visual 
reference libraries of understanding, adapting them to what I am experiencing and what I imagine 
others (including non-humans) to be experiencing.  

This multi-dimensional and dynamic orientation is reflected in my work in participatory modelling, 
where the value of the work lies in shared exploration rather than in the final model artefact. In that 
tradition, the conversations, hesitations, revisions, assumptions exposed, and discarded ideas are not 
preliminary steps to the “real” work. They are the work. 

A significant part of my practice, particularly in my professional practice mentoring role, involves 
making diagrams in real-time as learners talk through the issues they are facing as they develop critical 
and creative responses to workplace challenges. Often this begins with an insightful comment captured 
as a simple sketch, sometimes no more than a stick figure with a speech-bubble. From there, I look for 
the other actors, the relationships between them, the forces and tensions at play and connections to 
theoretical underpinnings. As soon as the sketch is shared - preferably on a whiteboard (or more 
challengingly, online) - it becomes collaborative. We surface shared understandings, question 
assumptions, and explore areas of uncertainty. It is important not to get wedded to that first metaphor 
however, that is one understanding, what other explanations are there? Each metaphor briefly 
illuminates certain features while obscuring others, and this oscillation deepens understanding. 
Occasionally the diagram evolves into a key model within the research, but more often its value lies in 
what it enables along the way. In a paper or presentation, the diagram usually appears as a multistage 
build, often with elements that aren't in the final image, but useful along the way in building the 
narrative - setting up dimensions, establishing a scale or direction of growth. Crucially, my diagrams, 
even in published work, are not snapshots of final understanding. They represent a midpoint in 
explanation. Their purpose is generative rather than definitive - what does this tell us when we twist it 
this way? how can we break it?  

This habit extends to my reading practice as well. If an author has not provided a diagram, I find myself 
drawing one for them as a way of thinking with the text. 

In both my research and teaching, metaphor functions as a probe rather than a destination. The act of 
reaching for metaphors forces assumptions to the surface, reveals tensions, and opens up alternative 
ways of seeing a problem. The final metaphor may be memorable or communicatively useful, but it is 
the restless movement between metaphors that generates insight. In this sense, metaphor seeking is a 
method of inquiry, not a stylistic flourish, and the process of collective sense-making matters more than 
the metaphor that survives at the end. 
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Dwelling on Shorelines, Learning with the Beach 

 

FIGURE 1: Learning with the beach, Jan 2026 

 

  

This is a love story. I live at a wonderful wild beach. One day there was some freshly washed up bull 
kelp with stunningly beautiful velvety tapered trunks. I take the kelp home to draw.  

I woke up the next day knowing this is not right. There is a light drizzle as I take the kelp, walking on 
soft ground, back to the sea. This changes me. Expands me. I have many questions. I question my art 
school training, where we drew only human bodies. I question my habit to follow process and wonder 
what else I am taking.  

On the beach kelp moves about, clumping, softening, in complex relationships, sustaining life. I draw, 
and I draw, and I draw. Everything is interconnected, and I am too. Water touches water, seaweed 
stretches, holes hold, and tracks are everywhere (Mann & Myers, 2024). This is a fierce love (Shotwell, 
2016) of nourishment and responsibility.  

Latta’s (2013) aesthetic play encourages relational metaphors, and involves dwelling in process, time, 
place and with communities, informing shifts in thinking, and new and enlarged ways of seeing (Myers 
& Mitchell, 2024). Reflection takes time (Rodgers, 2002). I learn about relational interconnectedness and 
situatedness (Haraway, 1988; de La Bellacasa, 2012) learning with the beach.  

The gulls are hungry, and I recognize the need for activism (Haraway & Goodeve, 2018) A thread of 
reflective practice often overlooked in education, experimentation and action (Rodgers, 2002).  

Learning with is unruly, fraught, unfinished. It is, space for the shy lizard (Barad, 2007) and the nuts 
and seeds (Le Guin, 2019), it is the story of roses in storytellers’ gardens and vast frozen workrooms 
(Solnit, 2021), it is returning seaweed to the beach, and asking what is care here? (de La Bellacasa, 2017). 
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Learning with is noticing (Tsing, 2015) ecological thinking and “epistemic responsibility” (Code, 2006, 
p. 13). Partial mappings locate us ontologically in wider scenes. We as knower are changed (Garrison, 
2013). This is a wider sense of learning with. 

IMPLICATIONS 

FIGURE 2: Think like a bird not like a computer 

 

Across our reflections we share an approach to metaphor as method. The details of our practices vary, 
but have in common the understanding that our knowledge is always situated and incomplete. This 
partiality is not a weakness to be corrected but the condition of responsible inquiry. Metaphor as method 
supports learning with, in, and for the unknown, enabling forms of sense-making that remain connected 
to doing, becoming, and the ethical stakes of practice. 

In WIL we always find ourselves in changing environments. But what is less recognized is the instability 
of our vantage points. We move with shifting technologies, institutional currents, place-based 
entanglements, and evolving professional identities. Metaphors such as the running survey, seeing 
systems, generative diagramming, and learning with the beach do not resolve this uncertainty. Instead, 
they help us work with it.  

We encourage WIL researchers to treat metaphor as a critical practice that shapes what can be seen, 
said, and done. This also involves redrawing with responsibility, treating mapping as ethical and 
relational work. When metaphors are approached this way, they become probes that surface 
assumptions, reveal tensions, and open alternative possibilities for action. The point is not to arrive at 
the one right metaphor, but to sustain a practice of metaphor-seeking and metaphor-crafting that 
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supports accountable, imaginative responses to the complex worlds WIL research is trying to help 
shape. 

This research is covered by Otago Polytechnic Research Ethics Committee (Approval No. OP988). Sam 
and Ruth describe their daily practice.  
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