


Ken Low: 
A Life of 
Learning 
Beyond 
Convention
Ken was a mapmaker and explorer 
of the human species. Although 
considered by many to be a wise 
elder, he often reminded people that 
he was not the source of learning; 
life was. His role was to help people 

learn from it. In that spirit, this 
exhibit is not so much a biography 
of his life, but a sampling of his life’s 
learning journey so that others can 
get sense of what he was striving to 
understand about humanity and life.



BIRTH AND CHILDHOOD 1

1943  1955

Ken was born in Edmonton to 
Solon and Alice Low on May 21, 
1943. The seventh of eight very 
dynamic children, Ken was exposed 
to a rich and stimulating learning 
environment from an early age. 

Birth and 
Childhood

In 1945, the family moved from 
Edmonton to a dairy farm in Cardston, 
and then to Ottawa in 1948 after Ken’s 
father became an MP. 
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The Big  
Questions  
of Life

Ken was born just a few weeks after 
the Germans surrendered to the 
Allies. Because the newspapers 
were rife with exposés on the 
extermination camps, Ken was 
exposed to photos of human cruelty 
at a very young age. This was the 
start of Ken’s drive to understand 
the ‘the big questions of life.’

It appeared to me that 
there was something 
about the Holocaust 
that was very significant 
for understanding some 
of the big questions in 
life about what it means 
to be alive and human.

– Ken Low
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Living in Two 
Cultures: 
Cardson and 
Ottawa

Even as a young child, Ken 
made meaning of life in very 
thoughtful ways. He often said 
that the experience of being 
‘bi-cultural’ (i.e., living in both 
Cardson and Ottawa) gave him a 
unique perspective, with valuable 
insights drawn from both ‘the 
reality’ of farm life and exposure 
to government and cultural 
institutions in the nation’s capital.

You’re exposed to 
a level of reality in 
farming that I think is 
healthy in a way that 
my peers in Ottawa had 
not been exposed to 
anything quite like that.

– Ken Low



TEENAGE YEARS 2

1955  1961

After losing his seat in Parliament in 
1958, Ken’s father moved the family 
back to Southern Alberta – this time 
to Raymond, where the Low family was 
highly involved in the Mormon church. 
Some of the boys at Ken’s new school 
made him a target. The situation 
became so bad that Ken began 
carrying a weapon and the RCMP 
ultimately had to become involved.

This experience strengthened Ken’s 
drive to understand power, self-
efficacy, autonomy, weaponry, and 
guerilla warfare – inquiry paths 
that were reinforced by what was 
happening in other parts of the world 
– the Hungarian uprising of 1956, the 
Cuban Revolution in 1959, and the 
ongoing fight for civil rights in the US. 

Teenage 
Years

The Cuban RevolutionThe Hungarian Uprising

[My experiences in 
Raymond] showed me 
that one did not have 
to conform to the 
expectations of others 
who are in ostensible 
positions of power and 
who are in a position to 
threaten you.

– Ken Low



1955  1961

Young Lions:  
the Club  
of Misfits

Ken banded with a few thoughtful 
and curious boys from school 
– “misfits” who, like him, were 
“looking for adventures in life” and 
were “more interested in science 
and current events than in partying, 
or basketball, or the kind of car 
to drive.” They called themselves 
the Young Lions and, together, 
they explored chemistry, physics, 
firearms, revolutions, explosives, 
global events, electronics, military 
tactics, and more. Their home base 
was an old gravel pit outside of town 
where they would test homemade 
explosives and refine their combat 
skills. The Young Lions remained 
active until the end of high school 
when they dispersed to pursue 
post-secondary education.  

We were developing an 
aspirational image of 
ourselves as serious, 
dedicated, capable, 
potentially dangerous 
nonconformists.

– Ken Low

Ken’s Young Lions membership card (front)Ken’s Young Lions membership card (back)
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Curiosity  
of the  
Human Mind

The global events that Ken was 
tracking made him curious about 
human judgment, decision-making, 
and behaviour. His curiosity was 
further fueled by the stories he heard 
from his dad (now a circuit court 
judge) about the many troubling 
cases he presided over. In an effort 
to explain and reduce the cruelty and 
suffering he saw all around him, Ken 
began digging into psychology books, 
including books by Karl Menninger 
and David Abrahamsen. 

These books had a profound impact 
on a set of inquiries that would frame 
so much of Ken’s work: 

Why do humans behave in such 
harmful, destructive, and self-
defeating ways? 

How are we programmed by 
genetics, experience, and our 
sociocultural environments? 

How can we shape ourselves in 
less harmful ways?

What is wisdom and how might 
humans develop more of it? 

The books also helped him 
to better understand himself, 
thereby equipping him to 
understand the complex web of 
allegiances and responsibilities 
tying him to the Mormon church. 
The insights Ken gained from 
psychology were valuable enough 
that he ultimately decided to 
pursue a degree in Psychology at 
the University of Calgary.

[These books 
opened] up a path to 
explanations of human 
conduct. You didn’t 
have to fall back on just 
labelling people evil or 
bad or wrong; there 
was a logic to why they 
do what they do.

– Ken Low
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An 
Existential
Walkabout
In the Mormon religion, it’s 
customary for young people to go 
on a mission to spread their faith to 
others around the world, and Ken’s 
parents were insistent that he take 
up this duty. Ken was experiencing 
doubts about the religion and had 
no desire to dedicate two years to 
a mission, but eventually bowed 
to his parents’ pressure (with 
some conditions – he would do 
administrative work rather than 
proselytizing).  

Ken referred to his years on the 
mission as his ‘existential walkabout.’ 
A walkabout is an Australian 
Aboriginal rite of passage where 
adolescent men spend up to six 
months in the wilderness learning to 
become adults. ‘Existential’ means 
the nature of existence – so in Ken’s 
mind, this was a rite of passage 
where he developed a deeper 
understanding of what it means to 
be alive and human and cultivated an 
ever-growing commitment to reduce 
harm and support the development 
of wisdom in our species. 

In interviewing 
missionaries, it was very 
common for people 
[to maintain their faith 
because] it would be 
too difficult to live with 
the disapproval of their 
family. So I crossed that 
bridge in a number of 
ways.

– Ken Low



Truth

Elders in the church told Ken to 
‘go along’ with the Mormon belief 
system and pray that “this is the 
true church of Jesus Christ, and 
that Joseph Smith was a prophet.” 
Given what he knew about 
confirmation bias and motivated 
reasoning, Ken realized that praying 
for what you wanted to be true 
was likely to lead to biased and 
distorted perceptions – so he took 
another path. Ken’s ‘existential 
walkabout’ sharpened his quest 
to understand truth – what it is, 
what gets in the way, and how 
more accurate representations of 
reality can be achieved. This quest 
became a central theme in Ken’s 
life journey. 

It is strange how people 
assume that no training 
is needed in the pursuit 
of truth…. We should 
recognize that for this 
pursuit anyone requires 
at least as much care 
and training as a boxer 
for a fight or a runner 
for a marathon.

– B.H. Liddell Hart
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Travelling 
Companions

Ken had no physical companions 
on his walkabout, but he had many 
virtual companions – all of whom 
fed his spirit, nurtured his soul, 
ignited his intellect, and supported 
his development. Among them were: 

Albert Schweitzer, who had a 
huge impact on his existential 
development 

Eric Hoffer (author of The True 
Believer), who helped Ken to 
better understand the religious 
and sociocultural dynamics he was 
seeing and the pressure that others 
were placing on him to conform 

I needed to understand 
the origin of the 
Holocaust and much 
of the rest of human 
suffering, and the 
inability of human 
beings to assess the 
quality and the veracity 
of their understanding 
of situations, and their 
refusal to do that in the 
face of external pressure.

– Ken Low

The film Judgment at Nuremberg, 
which triggered realizations about 
the path he needed to pursue 
and ignited a deep and lifelong 
commitment to prioritize truth over 
social conformity

Political figures like John F. 
Kennedy. JFK’s assassination in 1963 
devastated Ken and created in him 
a deep commitment to furthering 
the Human Venture (which was Ken’s 
way of describing humanity’s pursuit 
of wisdom).
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1960s

University
Ken majored in psychology at 
the University of Calgary and 
completed two years of grad 
school, but ultimately declined to 
‘jump through the hoops’ required 
to become credentialed. 

Because of his understanding of 
advanced technology, Ken served 
as a technical assistant through 
most of his student years. This 
gave him opportunities to observe 
faculty and students “to see how 
they worked and what was driving 
them, and why they thought that 
any of this was actually worthwhile 
and meaningful.” 

I wasn’t looking for 
a degree. I was not 
really thinking about 
[university as anything] 
other than just a 
continuation of my 
inquiry and study of life.

– Ken Low



Ethology:  
A Love of 
Critters

Ken had always loved “critters” 
and was deeply curious about 
animal behaviour. Both at home 
and at school, he surrounded 
himself with animals, including 
gerbils, weasels, chipmunks, and 
colonies of deer mice that he kept 
on the balcony in the apartment 
he shared with Janice. 

Ethology (the study of animal 
behaviour) was relatively new at 
that time, and Ken read everything 
he could find on the subject. 
Extending the scope of his inquires 
to (other) animals and living 
things was incredibly productive 
and profoundly impacted his 
understanding of adaptive 
learning, evolutionary drivers, 
and the way we’re ‘programmed’ 
by genetics, experience, and 
sociocultural environments.   

I started to realize […] 
that studying the human 
mind was not enough; I 
needed to study animal 
minds and became very 
taken with a field of 
study in biology known 
as ethology or animal 
behavior.

– Ken Low
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Finding  
Patterns in  
the Noise

In 1965, Ken’s older brother Mort 
landed a contract with NASA 
to develop neurophysiological 
measures for test pilots and 
astronauts. Because of Ken’s 
technical expertise, Mort asked 
him to help run the testing which 
involved using an EEG to measure 
brain activity while the pilots 
conducted a series of simple tasks.

In the course of his work with Mort, 
Ken was exposed to the process 
of signal averaging, a process to 
distinguish the signal from the noise. 

The results, according to Ken, are 
“quite magical to see. The first pass 
is just a bunch of squiggles. The 
second pass is the same. On the 
third pass, you begin to see fewer 
squiggles in some parts of the line. 
By the time you get to about 12 
passes, the signal is completely clear 
– there is no noise in it at all.” 

The idea of overlaying multiple 
examples to distinguish universal 
patterns in human development had 
a huge impact on Ken and informed 
the methodology he used to map 
out the dynamics of adaptive power 
and intelligence. Clear ‘signals’ 
began to emerge as Ken overlaid 
examples from a broad range of 
domains, time periods, and cultures.

The patterns he discerned provided 
significant insights into how 
individuals, organizations, societies, 
and civilizations learn, as well as how 
and why we fail to learn.

UNIVERSITY 4
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The universe is so 
complex. There’s an 
awful lot of noise and 
we don’t know what to 
attend to and what not 
to attend to.

– Ken Low
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1965

Family Life
Ken met Janice in a sociology 
course at the University of Calgary 
in 1965 and, after a short ‘whirlwind’ 
relationship, they were married. Kids 
soon followed, with David arriving in 
1967 and Jason following in 1971.

Jason says that his dad’s approach to 
parenting was based on three simple 
tenets: “Love them, feed them, and 
try to learn from one another when 
you can.” Not surprisingly, Ken’s 
fierce commitment to autonomy, 
mastery, self-control, and adaptive 
learning dictated the types of 
learning experiences his sons were 
exposed to. As a result, David and 
Jason had a very unconventional 
childhood, one that included 
activities like blacksmithing, rope 
walking, stilt walking, backcountry 
camping, sluiceway construction, 
and – when they were a little older – 
firearms and motorcycles.

In David’s words, he and his brother 
were “hyper-empowered and 
enabled – almost to a fault…” David 
sometimes wanted Ken to exert 
a little more authority or control. 
Jason would have liked a little more 
structure at times, saying that Ken 
and Janice “treated the world 
with a degree of fascination that 
would override all other activities,” 
including regular mealtimes. 

In addition to developing his 
boys’ capacity to engage with 
challenges, Ken also instilled a deep 
reverence for the natural world and 
demonstrated “unconditional love 
and openness” in his relationship 
with them. Jason says they 
knew that “no matter what was 
happening,” his parents were there 
for them. 

Ken and Janice newlywedKen and Janice’s wedding photos



1965

I remember when I was a teenager, dad asked me 
‘What would you do differently if you were me.’ He 
treated me like an adult – so that was special. […] 
He respected our capabilities – sometimes in ways 
that weren’t warranted. He just really wanted the 
best for Dave and I.

– Jason Low

FAMILY LIFE 5



1965

My dad always had all kinds of critters, and he 
was so caring for all of them. We’d go to the zoo 
and he would sneak Kleenex in [to give to the 
rodents]. I asked why and he said “they’re bored! 
They need enrichments.” He was feeling bad for 
the little critters in the zoo so he’s sneaking in 
Kleenex so they can make better nests. […] He 
had a natural respect for all life. He showed us 
that there’s a lot you can learn from life – even 
from a mouse, that all life has intelligence.

– David Low

FAMILY LIFE 5



1970s

Hippie Drug 
Educator
In the 1960s, the use of mind-altering 
drugs was becoming more common, 
especially among young people – and 
Ken began to develop an interest in 
understanding how and why people 
were using these substances. The 
dominant narrative was that people 
who used drugs were social deviants 
but, based on his observations, Ken 
didn’t believe that to be true. To test 
this, he conducted a huge survey of 
drug users which he administered 
(believe it or not) through Calgary-
based drug dealers. His hypothesis was 
confirmed – all types of people were 
using drugs for all kinds of reasons. 

Ken wanted people to understand the 
truth about drugs rather than make 
decisions based on scare tactics that 
were common at the time, so he left 
graduate school to co-found the 
Drug Information Centre (now known 
as the Distress Centre). During this 
time, he became known as a subject 
matter expert and was often featured 

in newspaper articles on the subject 
– but, with his long hair and granny 
glasses, Ken didn’t look like most 
‘experts’. Many of the articles referred 
to him as a “hippie,” a “rebel,” or the 
Canadian version of Timothy Leary. 
During this time, he argued strongly 
against the practice of locking up kids 
at Spy Hill for “two years less a day” for 
drug possession and fought with police 
officers who, he felt, were doing harm 
when they effectively forced  kids to 
inform on their peers. 

In a decision that was hotly contested 
by the Calgary Board of Education 
(CBE) trustees, Ken became the 
Coordinator of the Drug Education 
Program for the CBE. After leaving 
the CBE, Ken would go on to develop 
resources for AADAC (now called the 
Addition Recovery Centre), including a 
series of educational videos, and would 
draft an addictions prevention manual 
for the Department of National Health 
and Welfare (Health Canada). 
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Skills for  
Living 

In the thirteen years he worked 
with the CBE (1970-1983), Ken 
came to realize that avoiding self-
defeating behaviours like addiction 
required the development of “living 
skills” – skills for building resilience, 
responsibility, resourcefulness, 
self-efficacy, confidence, and 
engagement with life – so that’s 
where he focused his efforts. He 
captured some of his thinking 

in a book called Changes which 
positioned drugs as a form of 
experience management and argued 
that the better equipped we are to 
create soul-satisfying experiences 
for ourselves, the less likely we were 
to develop addictions. His work in 
this area gave him deep insight into 
human decision making and control 
and provided a foundation for the 
Human Venture Meta-Framework.

1970s
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The mechanics of the addictions are this: it’s a 
destructive dependency. So the critical issue here is 
how do you develop a productive independence? […] 
If young people were making poor choices we had 
to ask why, and what could we do to help them make 
better choices in life?



1970s

Can Do: 
A Program for 
Empowering 
Youth 

Ken realized that our sense of 
self-esteem and self-efficacy 
is developed through effective 
engagement with real-life 
challenges – so he created 
experiences where kids and adults 
could be supported to engage 
with challenges productively. One 
of these programs, Can Do, was 
designed to help elementary school 
kids explore human ingenuity, 
understand how and why to learn, 
build life-long learning attitudes 
and skills, cultivate a growing sense 
of confidence as a learner, and 
develop a sense of personal power. 

Whatever else we seek 
to accomplish with kids, 
we should be seeking a 
way to solidly connect 
them to the human story 
and to the adventure of 
the human story.

– Ken Low
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1970s

The Realization 
Program:  
Empowering 
Women

HIPPIE DRUG EDUCATOR 6

The Realization Program was 
designed for women who had 
experienced major setbacks in life. 
By developing competence in a 
range of areas – welding, backwoods 
survival, motorcycle riding – the 
women developed a greater sense 
of confidence, self-esteem, self-
efficacy, and engagement with life.
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1983

Action Studies 
Institute
When Ken left the CBE in 1983, he was 
determined to continue his research 
on adaptive human development, and 
set up the Action Studies Institute (ASI) 
with a focus on “exploring the nature 
of intelligent action.”  His first contract 
under the newly incorporated institute 
involved working on the Commission 
on Tolerance and Understanding, an 
inquiry that was undertaken when 
news broke that a teacher in Eckville 
had been spouting Jewish conspiracy 
theories and Holocaust denialism to 
his students for several years. 

Ken’s contracts were varied and 
including everything from developing 
certification standards for helicopter 
sling rescue operations to designing 
a process to engage parents and 
community members in addressing 
low enrollment in inner city schools. 
During this time, Ken was also engaged 
on the public speaking circuit and 
served as President of the Calgary 
Council For Advanced Technology 
(C-CAT), an engagement that helped 
to push his thinking about “the 
ecology of innovation.” 

I would not take 
contracts unless they 
would connect with 
either the research that 
was already in place 
or new potential areas 
of research they could 
open up.

– Ken Low



Working with  
the Inuit

One of Ken’s longer-term ASI 
contracts was working with the Inuit 
in northern Quebec. Activist and 
Inuit leader Sheila Watt-Cloutier 
happened to see a television program 
featuring Ken. His approach to youth 
empowerment and development 
resonated deeply with her and she 
thought he might be able to help 
her people in the design of their 
education and training systems. The 
Federal government had recently 
relinquished control of the Inuit 
schooling system, and Watts-Cloutier 
invited Ken to serve on the Nunavik 
Education Task Force and help them 
to draw on the best of Inuit values and 
traditions in ways that would equip 
their young people for life.  

Ken began by asking the Inuit elders 
how they would define wisdom. 
One of them, a man named Johnny 
Morgan, responded by saying, “In our 
traditional way of teaching, the aim 
was to develop wisdom. A person 
became wise when they could see 
what needed to be done and do it 
successfully without being told what 
to do.” This definition delighted Ken 
because it captured what he saw as 
the three-part structure of wisdom 

(self-authorization, judgment, and 
operational capacity). He often 
quoted Johnny Morgan and included 
his definition in the ‘map book’ that 
outlined his research findings.  

Ken’s engagements with the Inuit 
prompted many reflections on how 
to design learning systems that 
more adequately prepare young 
people to “handle the problems 
and opportunities of their time and 
place in history.”
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A person became wise 
when they could see what 
needed to be done and 
do it successfully without 
being told what to do.

– Johnny Morgan,  
Inuit Elder

1983



Education can be seen as 
everything a society does 
to prepare its people to 
handle the problems and 
opportunities of their time 
and place in history.

– Ken Low
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The 
Motorcycle 
Accident
In 1989, while on his beloved 
motorcycle, Ken was hit by car at 
the intersection of 14th Street and 
Northmount Drive. Ken had taught 
motorcycle safety and was a very 
skilled driver. “One of the standard 
configurations that we would teach 
people,” he said, “was the dangers 
of being hit by an oncoming vehicle 
that’s doing a left-hand turn.” Sure 
enough, that’s what happened to 
Ken. The car crushed Ken’s left 

foot, which had to be partially 
amputated, and tore the skin 
off much of his lower leg. These 
injuries and others (including 
crushed vertebrae from a hang-
gliding accident years earlier) 
meant that Ken lived with chronic 
pain for much of his adult life – 
but he said the pain was a helpful 
reminder of the suffering of others 
and helped to fuel his desire to 
prevent it.  



I decided that I’ll just learn how to live with [chronic 
pain], and then I’ll interpret it in a different way. So 
I just use it as a reminder of the fact that every day 
there are tens of thousands, millions of people who 
have far more real pain in their lives than I do. So 
it becomes a connector between me and the rest 
of humanity that’s experiencing pain... many, most, 
with more grace and humour and tolerance, and 
persistence than I have. So it becomes a positive 
thing. It becomes a friend. Not entirely a welcome 
friend, but a friend that I’ve had to learn to live 
with. And a helpful friend, because I can use it as a 
reminder of other things that are terribly important.

– Ken Low

THE MOTORCYCLE ACCIDENT 8
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In the late 90s, Volunteer Calgary 
asked Ken to develop a leadership 
program that would better equip 
community leaders to address the 
challenges of a complex and rapidly 
changing world. Volunteer Calgary 
was eager to develop a program 
that was truly leading edge, and they 
felt that Ken’s approach to human 
development would take the program 
well beyond conventional approaches 
to community leadership.

In the fall of 1999, 23 individuals 
from the private, public, and not-
for-profit sectors gathered for the 
first year of Leadership Calgary 
programming. Leadership Edmonton 
followed one year later. The 
leadership programs (now called 
Human Venture Leadership) offered 
Ken an opportunity to further map 
out the dynamics of adaptive power 
and intelligence and test his ideas 
with people engaged in addressing 
complex social issues. The dynamics 
Ken was mapping became known 

Leadership 
Beyond 
Convention

as the Human Venture Meta-
Framework, and the ‘map book’ 
he developed to outline his ideas 
has been a profound source of 
learning for the over 800 alumni 
who participated in the leadership 
programs in Calgary and Edmonton.
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We are human ‘becomings,’ not human beings because 
our species is young and we are still shaping it.

– Ken Low

1999    



Human Learning 
Ecology:  
A New Discipline 
of Study

Ken’s life’s work culminated in the 
development of a new discipline 
called Human Learning Ecology. 
Human Learning Ecology draws 
on patterns of adaptive and 
maladaptive development across 
cultures, time periods, and fields of 
endeavor. Ken noted that the social 
sciences were too narrow in scope 
to understand human behaviour and 
development. His pattern search 
extended to all areas of human 
striving, achievement, and failure 
– including things like engineering, 
forensics, and military strategy – as 
well as to life and planetary systems.  

Einstein said that the most 
incomprehensible thing about the 
universe is that it is comprehensible 
– that there are recurring, reliable 
patterns in life that we can come 
to understand. And therein lies 

our greatest hope as humans. 
Patterns help us to manage 
complexity and navigate change 
– they help us to detect the most 
adaptively significant signals in the 
midst of so much noise – and this 
understanding can and should 
inform our line of development as 
human beings. 

Ken’s half-century investment 
in drawing adaptively significant 
patterns from the human and life 
stories serves as a much-needed 
guide in a world where the rate 
of change outstrips our ability 
to develop rules and recipes to 
manage every new challenge. 
The patterns he’s discerned have 
the potential to help our not yet 
“sapiens” (meaning “wise”) species 
course-correct and chart a more 
promising course into the future. 
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Death

Ken was diagnosed with metastatic 
lung cancer in 2016. In the last few 
weeks of his life, he also wrestled 
with Covid and RSV (Respiratory 
Syncytial Virus Infection). Towards 
the end, every breath was a struggle. 

On the last day of his life, a friend 
asked him how he was feeling about 
dying. He said he was not afraid; he 
was just concerned that he maintain 
his composure. For anyone who knew 
Ken, this was not a surprise. Like 
the samurai, Ken kept the certainty 
of death present in his day-to-day 
life. When you realize that we’re all 
terminal, he explained, it helps you to 
avoid the trap of “everydayism” and 
focus on the things that really matter.  

Ken saw his life as part of the Human 
Venture, the term he used for 

humanity’s “process of becoming.” 
He explained that each of us can 
contribute to the venture by seeking 
to understand the bigger story in 
which we’re all embedded, working  
to push back ignorance, and striving 
to increase our species’ potential  
for wisdom. 

Ken has now passed the torch to us. 
It’s up to us to carry on the work he 
has begun. We “cannot refuse to run.” 

You are a guardian of the seeds for the world to 
come. All that has gone before and all that is yet to 
come is within you. Through you passes humanity’s 
saving fire. You are running in a relay. This is the 
moment you have been chosen to hold the torch. 
You cannot refuse to run.

– Tolbert McCarroll
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We all die, but each one of us is 
part of something much bigger – 
the human venture. We contribute 
to the venture by searching to 
figure out what our collective story 
is about and striving to realize the 
best of humanity in ourselves.

– Ken Low


