From ‘organisms’ to ‘boundaries’: the uneven development of theory narratives in education, learning and work connections
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Social practice (learning through work) narrative

These narratives shift the analytical focus from the gap or boundary between education on the one hand and work on the other, to a consideration of the way learning and practice, particularly work practice, are integrated.  It is notable that this narrative strips education from the equation and uses the less aspirational concept of ‘learning’ in its stead. So it is to the way education, learning and work might be ‘integrated’ that I now turn.

Paradoxically, the new work order, which has been presented as essentially organic rather than mechanistic, ( Silver and Brennan 1988) began to be increasingly associated with an education and training narrative based on the idea of units of competence (for a clear exposition of this approach see Jessop 1991). The extent to which the competence narrative has accomplished global ascendancy is striking. This approach requires the functional analysis of jobs (within occupations) to derive elements and units of behaviour or performance that can be specified and ‘evidenced’ such that an individual is declared or certified competent at a job and be awarded a qualification. The approach has been extensively criticised over the last ten years.

Nigel Norris (1991) argues that competence based approaches tend to reduce job competence to atomised, observable behaviours, which may not embody competence in the sense of generalisable or holistic capability or indeed situated competence. This argument rehearses some of the issues raised above in the context of the nature of work based learning. It suggests there is a conflation of the notion of an 'act' and a 'competence', so the charge is that such systems are behaviouristic and reductionist.  As Hodkinson would have it, 'Role performance dominates, and is seen as a composite of skills, knowledge and understanding. Knowledge and understanding underpin performance and, where possible, are to be tested through it.' ( Hodkinson 92 p 31 )

This critique maintains that the competence approach isolates or dismembers job related action and encourages an alienated, atomistic framework for work capability rather than holistic understanding. Unless specifically built in to redress this tendency, holistic understanding will be de emphasised (See also Ashworth and Saxton 1990). This argument seems particularly pertinent for pre work vocational training in which competence approaches are being used instead of 'education' driven courses. These approaches find that the broader knowledge base is unspecified and experientially derived situated knowledge is absent, potentially leaving a much-denuded structure. Saunders (1995) argues that it may well be that vocational degree schemes linked to Higher Education will retain a broader knowledge component even though the logic of a competence based approach suggests it is not needed.

While the critique of this competence narrative that suggests it embodies a reductionist concept of the nature of work practice is plausible, it is important to discern whether this critique is equally as valid in different types of work context. The danger of reductionism may be more acute at the higher levels of qualification and their associated training. Winter (1992) with reference to social work practices suggests that work practice may embody complex and potentially non routine aspects along with a wide range of associated knowledge. Further, Hager (2004) has cogently argued that while the competence notion will not deliver what it promises for policy makers, its critics have also failed to fully grasp the distinctive elements of performance, underlying elements of competence and the learning process.

What does the competence narrative imply for theories of social practice in general and work practice in particular? In specifying job related activity by the use of competence statements, we are asserting that for the purposes of developing the capability of a workforce, work can be understood predominantly in terms of technical rationality i.e. a set of linearly connected components functioning together logically toward a specified end. While it is clearly the case that most jobs have a technical dimension, 'being good at it' involves a lot of other kinds of capabilities loosely implied by the logic of a 'job in action'. We may find therefore that there are unintended outcomes to competence approaches. As Jones and Moore (1993) suggest by reducing work practice to competence statements, through a process of functional analysis, 'skills and behaviour are disembedded from everyday social relationships and cultural practices. Culturally embedded collective skill is replaced by an individualised, technical competency.' (Jones and Moore page 392). Sue Otter reported in the early 90s that positive responses of many of those who have been involved in work based assessments may be more connected to feelings of well being because their work and skill were being publicly acknowledged but a direct improvement in work effectiveness was not necessarily a perceived outcome (Otter 94).

Out of the critique of competence, a meta theory narrative has emerged based on the integration between work practice and learning.  It was apparent that the idea of competence eschewed the concern with how people learned in the workplace and replaced it with what people learned in the workplace. But, as such it was guilty of a critical double wammy, not only did it distort what people learned, it made invisible how people learned at work.  So, theory narratives on the way ‘practice’ itself yields knowledge and learning have gained ground in the last decade or so.  This narrative turns to a consideration of the learning process but does so by figuring the locus of concern as learning in social or organisational contexts rather than individual cognitive process. 

Fig 2. Learning through work in a community of practice 








The narrative analyses an extended notion of professional and organisational knowledge, produced and sustained through situated work practice. By integrating theory narratives that explore professional learning process (see Eraut 2000, Schon 1991.) with those that develop the idea of ‘practice’ itself (Giddens 76, Lave and Wenger 1991, Wenger 98 and 2000) with a concept of the knowledge resources  (formal, explicit and technical, on the one hand, informal, tacit, social, cultural and discursive on the other) that are produced and accessed, metaphorically as ‘rules’ (Blackler 95, Bereiter and Scardemalia 93) that frame our work behaviour, this  narrative has broken new ground and provided a fertile opportunity for new research into the way learning and work intersect.  It has a corpus of theory that depicts the new entrant or novice in a working environment as travelling through a cyclical journey of practice within work settings, access to existing and the production of new knowledge resources, informal learning processes, the creation and use of rules (as knowledge resources) for continually evolving clusters of practices.  As these cycles proceed, the novice moves from the periphery to the centre in terms of experience and expertise (see figure 2)

The important dimension of this narrative is the way it involves a complex dynamic.  This dynamic is constantly evolving as new members of a community of practice use the knowledge resources that are in place by following tacit and explicit rules but at the same time have the potential to create and add to the knowledge base at others’ disposal. This notion is not to suggest that practice is the only source of knowledge resources but that it has moved to centre stage in our understanding.  It is clearly an evocative frame of reference providing the theoretical base for many studies globally in which shared or collaborative learning is the central preoccupation, in professional groups (see for example Hilsdon 2004), in disciplines (see for example Graven 2004), in on-line environments (see for example Dewhurst, McLeod, Ellaway, 2004)
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There is however, a one dimensionality to this narrative that theorists and researchers, essentially sympathetic to its cause, have identified through testing its efficacy as an ‘orientating’ theory in diverse settings. Of course, while seductive and helpful in directing our attention to the way in which learning and work practice can be conceptually connected, this narrative has some limitations in scope.  Fuller and colleagues (Fuller et al 20005 p 65) identify ways in which the communities of practice notion might fall down. It cannot encompass all types of workplace learning because 'experienced' workers clearly continue to learn despite leaving 'peripheral participation' many years previously, in these cases, other types of continual informal learning is taking place.  The undervaluing of more conventional 'training' and out-of-work learning is not helpful.  Other kinds of learning contexts (see Saunders 1998) are part of the workplace learning narrative.  The idea of 'peripheral' or ‘novice’ status and the way in which an enculturation process takes place in the CoP schema, makes invisible the home and community identities, as well as previous work identities, combine to make a positive contribution to a new work-learning dynamic'.  Finally and possibly the most important gap in the CoP idea concerns the power lacunae.  The sociology of knowledge i.e. its social location in differential power relations within the workplace is crucial in understanding the way in which certain types of knowledge and understanding might be privileged or inhibited, encouraged or prevented, not on the basis of work practice knowledge but on the basis of status and power.  While a critique of Wenger’s notion of community might be that it fails to acknowledge this two way process of knowledge creation at work, of interest to the researcher using this paradigm is the extent to which the distribution of power in an organisation or a community of practice precludes or enables the novice or expert in the production and legitimation of knowledge.  Knowledge then is not legitimated (becomes accepted) simply because it creates a useful new rule (or way of doing something), it might depend on who created the rule rather than what the rule was.  

Boundary crossing narratives

The final narrative returns to the idea of boundary and how it has been reconstructed to offer new perspectives on the relationships between education, learning and work.  While boundary is the metaphor for the site of interest in this narrative, its preoccupation is more with the way in which boundaries require and produce learning opportunities that, in an important sense, integrate positive features of some of the other narratives, than in a simple representation of ‘transfer’.  The hackneyed metaphor of 'transfer' does not do justice to the complex social and cognitive processes that take place as boundary crossing is undertaken (see Beach 2003 p39) We can say generically that when people in one social environment, be it in an educational institution, or any social location move across a 'boundary' in time and space, to another social location, either another educational institution, or in the light of the interest in this paper, from an educational environment to a place of work, it can be depicted as a boundary crossing process.  Two dimensions are important here.  First, the act of moving across boundaries yields the potential for learning as sense making processes and informal learning is given impetus to produce 'ontological security' in the new environment.  There may be a need for a wide range of bridging tools to help learners and those supporting them to navigate these transitions.  The term 'bridging' is an apt metaphor because it implies a journey and a connection between places in two senses: just as a bridge takes an individual or group from one point to another, it also joins one place to another.  This narrative has a strong vision of the world learners inhabit overwhelmingly characterised by rapid change.  In this sense 'bridging' means:

· enabling learners to experience elements of future practice as a ‘rehearsal’.

· enabling learners to move from one kind of learning experience to another.

· enabling the facilitators of learning to innovate and change

· enabling the learning potential of moving from one system of activity to another

· enable learners in one activity system to work in concert with learners in another activity system toward a common ‘project’

The term 'bridging tool' is guided by a specific learning theory.  The idea that people engaged in change (that moving from one activity system to another e.g. from school to work or from HE to work involves 'change' is axiomatic) has resonance with the notion identified by Engestrom and others (see Tuomi-Grohn and Engestrom, 2003) concerning the metaphor of 'boundary crossing'.  Conventionally associated with the experience of moving between different 'activity systems' and the learning processes, opportunities and, indeed, requirements, such crossing implies, activity theory has provided a fertile resource for depicting this process.  Building on the work of Vygotsky (1999), Engestrom and his collaborators (1999, 2001, 2004) have drawn our attention to ways of thinking that emphasise how learning takes place in a social setting involving practices shaped by tools and resources, communities, divisions of labour and rules such that individuals and groups experience tension, creative problem solving and resolution that utilises these elements toward an ‘object’ or ‘project’ that provides the ‘point’ or raison d’etre of the activity system as a whole.  

This narrative has interesting implications.  If we depict educational organisations and the workplace as different activity systems, characterised by different communities of practice then moving from one to another involves a form of social and cognitive ‘brokerage’ in which a variety of tools might aid and develop ‘expansive’ learning opportunities.  This narrative suggests that the connections between learning and work or educational institutions and work are usefully depicted as involving movement from sets of practices to others, these sets of practices having developmental histories and that bridging from one set (activity system) and another involves use of boundary objects or tools.  It suggests that the metaphor of ‘transfer’ is moribund and we need to understand crossing boundaries or connections between activity systems in terms of complex ‘reconstructions’ by individuals and groups.  It also sets the narrative for education learning and work connections in situated contexts with people struggling to make sense of their circumstances as they move from one set of practices to another. 
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