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Continuing my reading of Marcy Driscoll’s book, Psychology of learning for instruction, I became interested in situated cognition and related concepts, such as communities of practice, so I chose to read a few articles in this area too. I was drawn to situated cognition because of my experiences both as a reference librarian and as a student. As a reference librarian, I know that many people are only interested in learning about searching for information when they need it. Information literacy classes for groups of students who do not have a specific need, such as a paper they have to write, are generally less successful in terms of student interest and future recall, than those classes where the students have an immediate need for the information, can apply what they are learning to a real situation, and can share ideas, questions and approaches. As a student myself, I recall having to learn lists of facts by rote, and promptly forgetting them half an hour after leaving the exam. I think understanding the importance of context and community in learning is crucial if learners are to develop knowledge that matters to them, and that is individually tailored to their needs and interests. 

Marcy Driscoll gives a useful outline of situated cognition, a theory in which cognition is seen to have a social context, and knowing and doing are interrelated. Cognition takes place in the world, not separated off in minds that are not part of the world. Driscoll states that, according to situated cognition, knowledge remains inert if it is taught in contexts that separate knowing from doing. The concept of communities of practice, with members gradually moving from apprentice to expert, also relates to situated cognition.

Along with Driscoll’s chapter on situated cognition, I read several articles, and it became clear to me that Vygotsky’s sociocultural theory was an important contributor to situated cognition. This theory emphasizes the importance of the social and cultural setting in which the learning is taking place. I had thought that the context was very important, because I know just from my own experience, that I have often learned a great deal “by accident” from discussions with other students in a class, and have had quite varying learning experiences in groups, depending on who each member of the group was, and the dynamic generated by those individuals. I had assumed that these experiences varied in how frustrating or fulfilling they were, but I had not realized how much they affected what I actually learned. However, Vygotsky notes that the cultural and social context itself becomes an important variable that can constrain or aid cognition. 

John St. Julien, in his article, also states that the socially oriented theories of Vygotsky and others formed a foundation for situated cognition. He argues that Vygotsky blurred the boundaries between self and biology, and between self and the world, whereas traditional approaches to learning tended to emphasize the individual. One aspect of Vygotsky’s theories on which St. Julien focuses is that of stressing activity in learning. St. Julien states that “both perception and action are integral parts of human representation”, and argues that it is possible that stable representations are found in the learner’s perception of patterns that he sees repeatedly in the world. According to St. Julien, this pattern perception is tied to social practices that stress activity. I think that activity, in the sense of active learning rather than being a passive recipient of information, is absolutely crucial to learning and retention. A situated approach necessarily implies active learning, because the learner is interacting with the social environment, often working with others, and becoming an active part of a community. 

The “community of practice” is an important concept that has emerged from situated cognition. A community of practice is a community of people involved in the same field, with a range of experience and skills. The newcomer will learn from other members of the community by observing and listening, and taking on supporting tasks. This is called legitimate peripheral participation. As the individual gradually gains in experience and skill, which includes taking on the values and ways of thinking of more experienced members of the community, he or she will gradually take on more challenging tasks and move up the ladder toward the position of expert. A community of practice involves people who are mutually engaged in a field or task, and who have this shared repertoire of skills and attitudinal orientation. 

Driscoll discusses some of the implications for instruction of communities of practice. One well-known approach is cognitive apprenticeships, in which the learner takes on an intern role in an authentic environment. One potential negative aspect is that the community in which the person is interned may have outdated knowledge or ideas. Another approach is that of anchored instruction. This provides a simulated version of a community of practice, in that the student interacts with an information-rich environment, for example on video, and works to solve complex and realistic problems within a real-world environment, usually in concert with other learners. The learning community approach involves building a community in which teachers and learners work collaboratively, and expertise is distributed. Such communities can be developed online, for example the CSILE (Computer-Supported Intentional Learning Environment), which has been used with school students, who build a database of information, pose questions, develop hypotheses and hold online discussions, all focused on a specific problem.

Hung and Chen’s article discusses the development of online learning communities, which they say can be related to situated cognition and Vygotsky’s theories, including the idea that “even when mental functioning is carried out by an individual in isolation, it is inherently social, or socio-cultural, in that it incorporates socially evolved and socially organized tools.” One of the benefits of learning in context is that the individual can pick up situated meanings tacitly. Chen and Hung argue that communities of practice bring back “this emphasis on embedded learning in the workplace, of which, we argue that e-learning on the web may be a possible platform for situated or contextual learning” because it is not constrained by physical location. 

The authors outline four factors that contribute to a successful online community of practice: situatedness, commonality, interdependency, and infrastructure. Situatedness means that the learning takes place in rich, social situations, where the learner can develop both explicit and implicit knowledge; commonality involves the participants working together toward a real-world common goal; interdependency means that the community exploits the differing expertise and needs of its members, with the result that the community can achieve more than any individual member would alone; infrastructure involves having a structure to the way that the community functions, whereby participants understand the processes and rules, and mechanisms and accountability facilitate the process. 

I would agree with Hung and Chen that the infrastructure factor is especially important in an online community, as the group needs to have ways to create successful interactions, and simply providing technology and letting people get on with it may not work. We cannot simply assume that people know how best to interact in an online environment, or try to take face-to-face practices and adapt them for the online world. Having said that, I think we do need to look at what it is that people enjoy and feel comfortable with, and learn from, in face-to-face interactions, and try to find ways to provide those outcomes in an online community. Otherwise, the potential for feeling disconnected or confused is substantial. I was interested to read in Hung and Chen’s article about an online community named www.experts-exchange.com, where people can ask for expert opinions on a range of topics. Newcomers are given ‘settling in’ points, which they use to pay those who answer their question correctly. They can choose how many points they pay, depending on how difficult the question is. To earn points themselves, they have to answer questions, so they would start by answering easy questions, just to gain some points. Experts do not bother with the easy questions because they want to gain more points by answering the difficult questions. So this creates a situation of legitimate peripheral participation for the new members, and an opportunity to gradually develop their expertise and become experts. Hung and Chen argue that chatrooms and discussion forums are too primitive to manage complex interactions between members of a community, when both the information flow and participants’ involvement are so dynamic. I tend to agree with this sentiment. From my own experience, I think you need some kind of incentive for people to remain engaged and mechanisms that will involve all members, regardless of their expertise, scheduling problems, and so on. I do think that the online environment is rich with possibilities for situated learning, and that model of a community of practice is especially full of potential. For one thing, the online environment allows people to be involved who would never meet face-to-face, and it allows flexibility in scheduling, the incorporation of information and resources from many sources such as the web, and the opportunity to work together to build something unique.

As far as learning in the workplace is concerned, I think that online communities of practice have a great deal of promise. Cathy Down points out in her article that workplace learning is often concerned with learning knowledge or skills that are themselves subject to frequent change and often not well defined. She believes that a traditional learning system that is focused on learning specific, set information is not helpful, and that instead organizations need to shift the focus to developing skills in analyzing and repackaging information. Our informal learning tends to be a process of trial and error – a loop of problem solving and reflective theory, as Downs describes it – and we need to adopt those types of approaches in organizational learning. I think that an online community of practice would be ideal for this type of learning, where people could work together toward a common goal, incorporate a wide range of experience, and use a trial and error, or problem solving, approach to developing better products, services and procedures. From my experience, though, organizations sometimes set up new structures and then just let things drift, whereas I believe that for an organization to become an effective learning organization, it would need to make efforts to sustain these communities of practice, look at how they might interact with one another, and how they might need to adapt over time. Nevertheless, I think they offer the possibility of a dynamic, responsive environment. They also allow for the people who actually do the work and understand what is needed to make a vital contribution to the direction of the organization, as they would have the opportunity to share their expertise with more senior members of the organization, rather than the top-down approach, which is still so common. 

In summary, I find a lot to be enthusiastic about in situated cognition, and the related approaches of communities of practice and legitimate peripheral participation. I think they offer a great deal to the learner, in terms of opportunities to learn from more experienced people in rich situations, to develop meaning in real-world context, to develop implicit as well as explicit knowledge, to contribute to the community in increasingly demanding ways, and to feel valuable. From an organizational point of view, such learning opportunities would help to foster a dynamic, responsive organization, and to exploit the skills and ideas of people at all levels. The online environment provides possibilities for building communities of practice that we have never had before. 

