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Overview 

The situatedness of knowledge 

 Context-dependency 

 The role of tacit knowledge 

 Primary contexts 

 

Challenges following from the situatedness of knowledge 

 For learners: Utilizing knowledge across contexts 

 For teachers: Designing for situating & transforming 

 For networks and networked learning:  

 Communication that is not experienced as irrelevant 

 For practice-based research:  

 Understanding what one is doing 



Situatedness: context-dependency 

Empirical studies show that  

 Cognition/knowing is relationship-in-action  

 between agent and environment 

 including tools and people present 

 E.g. flying an airplane, best buy judgment in shop 

 

 Knowledge is locally realized and negotiated 

 influenced by the aims and norms of social practice 

 ”2 apples + 2 pears =  

 4 pieces of fruit? 

 Ruining the apple pie?” 

E.g. Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1986, Schön 1983, Lave 1988, Lave and Wenger 1991, Säljö 

and Wyndhamn 1993, Wenger 1998, Hutchins 1993, Hutchins and Klausen 1996 



Situatedness: context-dependency 

Empirical and philosophical studies show  

 Knowledge gets content and structure from the situation 

 E.g. role of math in school and in the supermarket 

 Context-dependency of ‘unit’, ‘calculating’, ‘right result’ 

 Shop tasks and school ”shop tasks” differ 

 The ‘same math task’ only from school’s point of view 

 No ‘knowledge essence’ applied to ‘local conditions’ 

 

 ‘Knowing’/competence is acting adequately in relation to 

the unique complex of requirements of the situation 

 
E.g. Dreyfus 1979, Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1986, Lave 1988, Dohn 2007, 2011 



Situatedness: role of tacit knowledge 

Some examples of tacit knowledge: 

Know of’/personal experience/knowledge by acquaintance 

 Sound of an oboe, taste of kangaroo, how ‘mauve’ looks 

 How familiar people look – flexibility of recognition 

 What it feels like to be addicted to smoking 

 to become a parent for the first time, to get divorced 

 

‘Know how’/practical knowing/’knowing in the doing’ 

 Your PINcode, the layout of the keyboard 

 Riding a bike 

 Reading 

 Putting your point succinctly and persuasively 

 



Situatedness: role of tacit knowledge 

”Tacit”: unexplainable, if no similar ‘know of’/’know how’ 

 But a resonance field of significance-rich meaning 

 

Knowledge is a holistic unity of  

 propositional knowledge (know that), know of, know how 

 The tacit aspects supply significance to the words 

 Words may articulate, direct, transform tacit aspects  

An action-oriented perspective 

 Situated and concretely realized 

 

Polanyi example: student views X-ray pictures of lungs 

 Diagnosis – the place of the X-ray picture 

 Visit to the doctor – the place of the diagnosis 

 

 



Situatedness: The role of tacit knowledge 

‘Knowledge in practice’ as an action-oriented perspective 

 Tacit, situated, context-dependent embodied doing  

 A ‘feel for how to act’ – as ‘called upon’ by the situation 

 Lets the world show up in ‘situations’ with significance 

 … and traits show up as traits (lets them be traits) 

 

 Thinking and communicating are aspects of doing 

 They take on situational meaning 

 

 Words resonate with tacit context-dependent meaning 



Primary contexts 

= Contexts significant for our understanding of who we are 

 Implicit reference of answers to ”who are you?” 

 Emotional involvement 

 Contexts for Hegelian recognition (Honneth) 

 (Wenger’s ‘mutual engagement’) 

 Positive or negative identification 

 

Analytical pole-concept – opposite is ”indifferent context” 

 Continuum of contexts between the poles 

 

A context may be primary for some and not for others 



Primary contexts 

Particularly important anchorage points for knowledge 

 Most tacit experiential content resonates from here 

 

 Typical examples of knowledge here is natural outset 

 

 ‘Knowledge in practice’ ‘fills out’ esp. from such contexts 

 

Though non-primary contexts may supply tacit content, too 

 Math learned by unengaged students… 



Challenges for learners 

 Perspective of primary contexts is outset in new contexts 

 Concrete appearance and tacit resonance field 

 

 Lessons/educational programmes  

 for some students are primary contexts from the start 

 for some become so through participation 

 for some never become primary contexts 

 

 Learners’ perspective, anchored in primary contexts, is  

 their approach to new subject content 

 Important for how they meet learning opportunities… 

 … and the educational programme/institution itself 

 

 



Challenges for learners 

 Learners learn subject content in specific situations 

 In unity with approaches, norms, values, ‘social ways’ 

 Goes for workplace, leisure, and class room learning 

 

 Knowledge must be transformed between contexts 

 What constitutes ‘same task’ is not objectively given 

 Negotiation and resituation are always necessary 

 With form and content from the new context 

 

 Transformation is non-linear and non-predictable 

 

 

 



Challenges for learners 

Piece of knowledge 

Knowledge 

in context 

Knowledge 

in context 

Knowledge 

in context 



Challenges for learners 

But how do we transform and resituate knowledge? 

 A skill to be learned? 

to represent a context-independent  

plug-and-play skill? 

Knowledge 

in context 

Knowledge 

in context 

If this is what happens in 

knowledge transformation 
Can we expect this 

Transformation skill 

Skill applied in resituation 

Transforming and resituating knowledge is itself situated 



Challenges for learners 

Transformation of knowledge 

 Basic process is holistic ‘seeing as’ – or ‘responding as’ 

 What is ‘seen as’ may be process, object, structure 

 Based on ‘horizon of significance’  

 Given by perspective, anchored in primary contexts 

 Holistic seeing ‘in the light of’, not one-to-one analogy 

 Flexible taking-differences-into-account 

 Conscious awareness not required 

 Reflection may contribute – or detract… 

 Example: engineer in bank, project management 

 Lea & Roland will expand on views of transfer/transformation 

 Stig will supply needed reservations on concept dependency 



Challenges for teachers 

Learners learn subject content in specific situations 

 Tacit resonance field of significance-rich meaning 

 

It is necessary for teachers/education to 

 supply access to relevant experiential content 

 Learners need themselves to act and get experience 

 facilitate students in learning to resituate 

 (they won’t stay our students forever…) 

 discussing how to resituate does not suffice 

 



Challenges for teachers 

Learners’ perspective, anchored in primary contexts, gives 

 approach to subject content and learning opportunities 

 

Should we as teachers 

 Focus on the significance of learners’ primary contexts? 

 Facilitate coupling points into education? 

 Help them draw on tacit significance from other contexts 

 Facilitate that education becomes a primary context? 

 And facilitate them in coupling from here to other contexts? 

 

 



Challenges for teachers 

Transforming and resituating knowledge is itself situated 

 Sensitivity towards ‘seeing as’ may be facilitated 

 Repeated situations requiring ‘seeing as’ is conducive 

 

What would be design principles? 

 Design for traversing between situations 

 And for use and reuse across situations 

 of materials, perspectives, activities, structures etc. 

 (Only) Focused skill training in class is detrimental 

 Learning objectives are secondary level 

 Not focused on learning anything specific 

 Lea & Roland will expand on design principles 

 

 



Challenges for networks and networked learning 

Professional development networks & networked learning 

 Are praised for allowing a ‘step back’, enabling reflection 

 ICT-mediation allegedly gives geo-temporal flexibility 

 

… from the tacit knowledge perspective this = 

 non-integration with the participants’ primary contexts 

 significance-poor communication 

 words tend to be ‘abstract’,  activities ‘a bit meaningless’ 

 

Therefore getting learners to involve may be difficult… 

 They don’t see the relevance & don’t get the meaning… 

 



Challenges for networks and networked learning 

”So networked activities can’t be primary contexts?” 

 

Yes they can – ‘proof by existence’ 

 Facebook’s significance (for some) 

 Some ICT-spaces for some students in some courses… 

 Some learning networks for some people 

 

But they won’t be to begin with 

 Should we necessarily aim for them to become so? 

 Clear learning opportunities when we succeed… 

 … for those who participate 



Challenges for networks and networked learning 

Networked learning can be designed as ‘mediator activities’ 

 Coupling point between ‘primary contexts’ 

 Coupling activities, not a ‘place’ for coupling 

 Involves learners more easily 

 Anchorage in existing primary contexts 

 Supplying significance-richness for learners 

 Catalysts for resituation of significant-rich content 

 The activities are not aim and context themselves 

 

E.g. (some) educational uses of portfolios, blogs, SNS 

(Intended ’mediator activities’ may end up ’stand alone’…) 

 

 

 



Challenges for practice-based research  

‘Knowledge in practice’ is an action-oriented perspective 

 Lets the world show up in ‘situations’ with significance 

 … and traits show up as traits (lets them be traits) 

 Words resonate with tacit context-dependent meaning 

 

The tacit aspects of ‘knowledge in practice’ are necessary 

 For significant-rich understanding of practice  

 For describing practice ‘in terms of what’s significant’ 

 For seeing realistic possible alternatives to status quo 

 For posing well-grounded intervention suggestions 

 For evaluating whether goals have been met 



Challenges for practice-based research  

Researchers need ‘knowledge in practice’ of target practice  

 To understand what they are doing 

 To fully understand what they are saying 

 

Practitioners need ‘knowledge in practice’ of research 

 To pose, understand and pursue research questions 

 To understand implications of theory for practice 

 To understand implications of methodological choices 

 

 Methodological problem for non-practitioner researchers 



Challenges for practice-based research  

Two suggestions for meeting the challenge 

 ”Division of labour” – distinct knowledge responsibilities? 

 Linguistic common ground established in meetings 

 Divides researcher away from research 

 In practice delegates research task to practitioner  

 Methodologically inviable 

 

 Mutual apprenticeship - repeatedly interchanging roles 

 Each party learns the others’ practice 

 common ground of action 

 Methodologically viable – but time consuming! 

Jens will expand on DBR methodology 



Summing up 
Knowledge is situated  

 a context-dependent action-oriented perspective  

 tacit dimensions make up resonance field of meaning 

 primary contexts are particular important in this 

 

Identification of – and meeting? – challenges: 

 Learners: Knowledge transformation to new contexts 

 Holistic ‘responding as’, given horizon of significance 

 Teachers: Facilitating situating and transformation 

 Design for traversing between contexts 

 Networks and NL: Design for ‘mediator activities’ 

 PB research: Need for mutual apprenticeship 

 



Thank you for your attention  
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