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Cultura – Prática social como objeto de investigação

Culture – Social practice as object of investigation
Functional participation: interactive production of conceptions and schematizations as preliminaries to entering the dynamics of adult learning
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Introduction

At first, my objective was the development of a methodology permitting an observer or a trainer to follow, monitor and eventually to evaluate the preliminary processes of knowledge appropriation. My basic presupposition was that socio-cultural theory can be used in educational research and specifically applied to adult learning processes and learning dynamics if such situations are examined as a gradual development process - including a preparation. Within similar technology transfer and adult learning situations – and following a participatory vein - the goal became, more specifically, the development of observational tools that could ensure as much as possible some type of neutrality… and then go on towards following a motivational pattern of turn-taking or contributions. 

This research lies within the training or knowledge transmission goal strongly encouraging the production of adapted knowledge (such as : health, agriculture and rural development) - or at least the recognition, or the presupposition that knowledge can be attained as a social project . We are within the perspective of a building, as ELBERS puts it, “ an expanding base of shared understanding (or common knowledge) ”. What I call "preliminary-learning" ("pre-learning") could be compared to an early phase of problem identification - before working on analyzing the problem. We are working from several premisses which are that :

· Adult learning involves adapting his one own knowledge and appropriating new, formal knowlege.

· Adult leaning best comes about in situation of interaction between peers.

The problem situation

“ Participation ” and “ democratization ” have become important preocupations within technology transfert projects or when society has an objective to have knowledge assimilated by adults. These questions are within efforts to facilitate interactions between different levels of populations. 

It is within this perspective that this paper presents the first of a series of experiences and studies involving adult learners : in one case unschooled adults ; in another, young adults at a university level and headed towards the job markets. “ Participation ” here implies that adult learners themselves bring to the learning situation traditionnal or implicit knowledge and know-how linked to whatever the teaching topics (themes and subthemes) are. One can also ask the pedagogical question : How to get learners to contribute in order to bring about a learning dynamic? As Stephen BILLETT (2000) writes, in the present Campinas conference : “ participation is central to learning ”. He poses even more practical questions regarding “ co-participation ” : How are persons invited to participate ? And how do individuals want to participate ? 

From my own experience, one of the first obstacles to participation and learning is the nature of the knowledge that is put forward by the trainer or facilitator. This knowledge can also be linked symbolically to the trainer or facilitator, but the first part of this research has limited this second symbolic factor. Therefore, one of the first main questions in this research has become the nature of knowledge that is being presented for transmission. More specifically, one can ask what types of knowledge are accessible by adults? What do adults and young adults learn ? How does formal, prepared and theoretical knowledge measure with regards to what can be called pre-knowledge, or even incipient knowledge ? Such questions make one ready to recognize the possible necessity of socially-managed preliminaries to learning.

On the other hand, one can ask the more pedaogical questions, with words borrowed from ELBERS (2000) : How are ideas “ reinvented, repeated and reconstructed ” and  “ the original formulation of ideas changed or amended ”? Here, I join Victoria YEW’s general goal of “ understanding the dynamism of knowledge production ”. This can then bring us to search for understandings of social genres and  styles (and “ voices ”, in the Bakhtinian sense) in the mutual presentations of knowledge.

The closest research references which can be used for this present study are those that are somehow linked to “ knowledge types ” and pedagogical tools. For example, VEGGETTI et al. search for “ evidence, in the psychological research about knowledge in present time ”, avoiding the “ banking system ” (reference to P.Freire, 1971), and use a “ historical cultural approach to cognition ”.

Methodology

The first research studied a fixed situation : a classroom in the Paris region where African immigrant workers (from Senegal, Mauritania and Mali) were in a four month training program (on agriculture and development techniques). My methodology was both structured around observations of adult training situations using theoretically-based tools and models borrowed from various european sources.

First of all, four “ knowledge types ” based on MALGLAIVE’s thesis supporting the experience of educators and clinical psychologists who see the necessity of equilibrating abstract, on theoretical knowledge and concrete or practical knowledge and personal experience (1990). MALGLAIVE was a practicioner and researcher in France, specialized in adult education, who developed the notion of "knowledge in use". Such a notion can be seen as a reaction to the dichotomy between theoretical knowledge and practical knowledge, a way of ironing out differences by a sort of continuum between the two extremes. From MALGLAIVE’s original idea, I have propose four subcategories : four “ knowledge types ” - dividing the knowledge concepts into two equivalent bodies : theoretical and practical, each respectively being divided into theory and procedure ; and [situational] and know-how... He has thought this up as a reaction to the dichotomization of knowledge - as is done with "declarative" and "procedural" perspective.

Another notion used, that of “ conception ”, is represented in my own research by a least three out of four “ knowledge types ”. This notion was proposed by GIORDAN (in GIORDAN and de VECCHI, 1989), a science and mathematics teaching specialist. It can be distinguished from “ concept ”, as more of a “concept being developed ”. 

Finally, "schematization" is a notion proposed by Jean-Blaize GRIZE (a swiss researcher at Neuchâtel) - his work having been characterized as "sociological semiotics". GRIZE (1996) considers that all speech constructs a kind of micro-universe, such a point of view having induced him to analyze discourse by:

- its egocentrism

- its accommodation with regards to an object

- its dialogical nature.

Hence his representation of a "schematization" with three components : the speaker, the object, and the other.

Results/findings

Observation and identification of systematic patterns showed preliminary behaviors for knowlege appropriation. These “ patterns ” are schematized below :
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Individual events

"Individual events" represent individual trainees distinguishing themselves by taking on a learning/appropriation activity (i.e., constributing more fully). Indicators for these last events may be in the form of : new conceptions ; formalized traditional conceptions ; getting oneself recognized in a traditional or new role, by an individual declaration ; or new ideas (projects).

Trainers are still too content-centered (this being a problem) and use participatory pedagogy in an unstructured way (they might get better results if they were more directive rather than simply "explanatory"). They need to be more wary of regularly unequilibrated knowledge types: some trainers are naturally aware of - or predisposed towards - the necessary of finding an equilibrium between knowledge types ; others may not.

The same can be said of trainees : some may feel a natural need for balancing practical and theoretical knowledge. Some not. It may depend on personality or on the role the trainee is used to, or wants to, play. Or it may also depend on (and it may be linked to roles) how a trainee presents information - with certain speech acts, with certain epistemological emphases (on certain “ knowledge types ”).

In one particular moment where, from the perspective of the French trainer, an African trainee should be concentrating on the "well" as a technological system, with the proper maintenance for public health purposes, one can observe another dynamic : one follows the progression of the subtheme ("well system") initiated by the trainer, picked up as a schematization by the trainees, and gradually changed into "Technology and village" subtheme. And then into a purely "village as a system" conception. This very dynamic - and not necessarily linear - collective contribution apparently has pushed one trainee towards a major presention of the problem for the trainees in the form of an accepted conception integrating technology and local traditionnal society.

The trainees, as future or potential change agents, will be faced with the challenge of defining in their own realistic way the road to technological improvement of their environmental health. This conception will be reintroduced by trainees at least seven more times within this session, and even in the next session. This new conception is taken up again by another trainee a little later, as a "village-based organization around a well" subtheme (= conception). The returning to the conception comes almost "out of the blue", unexpected, since immediately preceding his turn-taking the trainees and trainer are talking about how to judge water quality (again, more technical subthemes).

Despite the fact that it is a new session, the trainees react quickly to the reintroduction of the environmental health subtheme by the trainer. They react by continuing to present as a schematization, some of the key knowledge types found in the previous session touching on the village system and traditional and modern technologies.

Discussion 

Given these results, I believe it is useful to refer to other researchers who were present at this conference as a way to shore up those efforts around knowledge production and adult learning. Therefore I will talk about some affinities this research has with others seen or heard during this conference : one obvious link was with the “ discourse in classroom ” coordinated session and particularly with the papers on “ the role students in regulating instructions ” (PALOMEQUE and BENITEZ, 2000), and “ the evolution of a multi-voiced classroom community ” (FORMAN, ANSELL & DOBRANSKY-FASISKA, 2000). There may indeed be some similarities with other “ category systems ” used for analyses, and borrowed, for example, from ROGOFF’s (1995) “ approach to observing sociocultural activity on three planes ” : classroom plane, personal plane and the interpersonal plane (FORMAN, et al.) with reference to the Bakhtininan “ semiotic mechanism of revoicing ”. One major methodological question would be how Bakhtinian “ voices ” fit into or resemble the different categories I use myself which tend towards a certain neutrality in terms of individual/personal implication. This latter approach was shown not to be significant – using  epistemological or discrete building-blocks for allowing for freer dealing wiht complex topics and avoiding disciplinary categories. On the other hand, from an action-training perspective, if one takes Stephen BILLETT’s paper (2000), with his categories of “ activities within work practice ”, I would declare that such elements are difficult to handle, methodologically. The same could be said for the “ models ” presented by RENSHAW and BROWN (2000) who justify each model with the work from different researchers : for example, WISTEDT and MARTINSSON, 1996, providing “ evidence for a contexutal privileging model ”, identifying different voices – “ including the everyday voice of practical reasoning ”, etc.) for observational purposes (a step that preceeds analysis ?) – although this could be used for analytical purposes. Indeed RENSHAW and BROWN analyze the “ patterns of appropriation ”.

My research can also be compared to  Ed ELBERS’ paper (2000) which refers to his population studied as “ members of a community of inquiry ”, asking the question : how do pupils come to share the insight, good ideas, of their colleagues ? ELBERS studies “ the process of the migration of ideas and concepts throughout the classroom via a process of ‘ mutual appopriation and negotiation’ ” where pupils, “ guided by their teacher, build an expanding base of shared understanding ” called “ common knowledge ”, an expression, according to ELBERS, proposed by EDWARDS and MERCER (1987). ELBERS also mentions “ discursive tools ” that are used “ to produce a shared context by refering to previous knowledge and […] to create continuity from given to new understandings ”. In my perspective these are training objectives that are particularly helpful for getting adults prepared for learning. He goes even further by asking the question : “ what discursive tools have the participants in a collaborative classroom at their disposal for creating shared contexts and for connecting new to given insights ? ” This is investigated in a classroom, in which chlidren were “ working as in a community of inquiry ” where “ knowledge is not only created or discovered, it is also repeated and applied to new situations. ” This is a pedagogical technique that can be used and is now used in adult learning situations.

ELBERS’ “ analysis of the discussions in the small groups as well as in the whole classroom showed that the discussion goes in cycles in which ideas are worked out and applied to new situations ” (the building up of an epistemological context). This too is similar my findings, as well as his identification of “ argumentative cycles ” which “ are used as a discursive tool that makes it possible for children to participate in the discussion and to appropriate what other children already have discovered. These cycles, typically, show a partial repetition and also an elaboration of the argument. Ideas proposed by some pupils are taken over and expanded by others ”.

And, finally, I will also agree with ELBERS regarding “ the character of what counts as knowledge ” which “ changes under circumstances of a community of inquiry ”. The only difference is that I observe a spontaneous contributions of different members of the group of adult learners, with little or no involvement by the trainer. We share a common perspective and understanding when he states that “ the aim is not the individual reproduction of knowledge, but the collaborative construction of knowledge ” : ideas proposed by a learner are “ reinvented, repeated and reconstructed ” by other learners. “ In this process, the original formulation of the ideas is often changed or amended ”.

Conclusion

This research has made possible the recognition of preliminary knowledge construction dynamics that can allow for better evaluation of adult trainees’ preparation and dispositions to learn. Preliminary dynamics of knowledge acquisition represents a gradual recomposition or restructuring of new/adapted knowledge (breaking up those concepts that are carried by words). The constructs “ conceptions ” and “ schematizations ” leading to greater exchange between peers are early indices of change in the handling of words/concepts in a group. 

One goal attained is the understanding of “ participation ” as being a negotiation around what knowledge should be learned and transmitted (rather than letting knowledge and know-how impose itself. It is only when one’s knowledge is “ totally covered ” that one can feel free to put it up for discussion (negotiation for eventual adaptation). By “ totally covered ”, I mean taking into account knowledge holder’s point of view, another party’s point of view, and the knowledge in its coherence. Such “ participatory dynamics ” is not only a way of getting local stakeholders involved, and not only a way fo getting information flowing from the ground up, but also for getting knowledge itself to evolve, and to openning it within - and eventually outside - its disciplinary boundaries and paradigms. The notion of “ common knowledge ” seems to be just the notion that professionals working on participative methodologies are searching for in order to facilitate the process of sharing and rebuilding knowledge.The goal is to allow for appropriate negotiations between formal, official knowledge and traditional or informal knowledge, in order to arrive at locally adapted and/or evolved knowledge that suits best a given situation and project.The problem is that the presupposed perspective of training as “ mutual appropriation and negotiation ” must first confront and overcome several obstacles. These are :

-representations of formal knowledge

-representations of western technology

-representations of a teacher’s status

One thing that this research may bring is an encouragement to using more neutral tools for dealing with these. The analytical tool that MALGLAIVE provides, through the different “ knowledge types ” allows for much freer accounting of the different possible “ voices ” (expected and unexpected) that appear during classroom discourse. This is especially important in adult learning situations where their “ voices ” used may come from a mainly larger gamut of experiences and institutional references than could imagine children learners.
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Résumé

This research paper presents the findings around participatory dynamics within adult training situations,  and in a context of potential technology transfer. Often, in adult training situations, formal knowledge (scientific and technical) is confronted with traditionnal and experiential (empirical) knowledge. In the case of this research, sub-sahelian (African) immigrant workers facing French trainers in an agricultural training program (the training is held in France) are confronted with the complexities and pressures of technology transfer and with “ adapted ” knowledge regarding health, agriculture and rural development.. Faced with this problem situation, a hypothesis has been developed around the idea of observable preliminary dynamics of knowledge acquisition - interactions - among adult learners. Thus these dynamics of social construction or reconstruction (gradual structuring) of new or adapted knowledge are realized, encouraged and/or supported by factors that can be represented by triadic notions that one finds in several theoretical reflexions and researches in european social psychology and semiotic sociology. I show in this research that "conceptions", "shifts" and "schematizations" can be viable early indices of change in (and/or of development of new) knowledge or ways of knowing (cognitive activity). One potential result of this research is that if trainers themselves can themselves come to recognize the above preliminary knowledge construction dynamics, they may be better prepared to better evaluate adult trainees' preparation and/or disposition for developing adapted knowledge that can then be used for negociation around what knowledge should be learned and transmitted.

