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 IZMIR conference, 28 - 30 October 2010  
Workshop 3.3: Building the learning activity of Grundtvig course participants (Thinking skills)
By Alexander Sokol TA Group, Latvia
Theme: Learning activity theory

Friday 29th October 2010, 15.15h-16.45h 
Alexander Sokol ‘s background is between linguistics and educational sciences. He is the author of the Thinking Approach to language teaching and learning (www.thinking-approach.org). However, in this workshop Alexander won’t be dealing with the Thinking Approach. His aim is to consider one particular theoretical framework, namely the learning activity theory, in the context of Grundtvig courses. The main reason for this is ever increasing claims by organisers of the constructivist methodology that underlies Grundtvig courses and explicit or implicit references to Vygotskian approach.  Alexander would like to invite the participants to think what the Vygotskian approach actually means and decide whether it really underlies as many pedagogical initiatives as it is claimed. 
Workshop programme:

1. Learning  / recalling the key elements of the activity theory as conceptualised in the Russian school of psychology 
2. Consideration of the courses we organise / attend in the context of the learning activity 

3. Attempt at changing the course(s) with the purpose of constructing the learning activity of the participants
1. Assignment 1:  4 questions on GRU courses/4 groups of course organisers
Alexander invited the participants to make four groups to consider four elements of Grundtvig courses : reasons for learning, content of learning, scope of learning and evaluation and assessment.  Each group was offered to think about possible answers to the following questions:

Question 1: Why are the participants working on the given course content? (reasons for learning)
Answers suggested by the group:
 
Personal and professional development

Additional elements: communication, challenge, network, innovative ideas, enhance creativity, support, experience abroad, curiosity, intergenerational learning, …
Question 2: What is the main focus of the course? What is being learned?(content of learning)
Answers suggested by the group:


All course contents can be described using these 3 concepts: 

- Knowledge: e.g.  New communication tools, Cultural context
- Attitudes: Empathy, Discipline, Creative thinking
- Competences

Question 3: How will the competences developed during the course be employed? (scope of learning)
Answers suggested by the group:


Materials, processes, …
Creating new context for what you learnt
Question 4: What is evaluated and who does it? (evaluation and assessment)
Answers suggested by the group:


Participants’ evaluation  (self reflection):
- Methodologies, programme, meeting the objectives

- non learning content issues: food, venue, ...
- Post course evaluation: impact (6 months after the course)
Course organisers’ evaluation: 

- Identifying competences of the trainers

- Content

External evaluator

Funding bodies

2. Key elements of the learning activity theory  

Lev Vygotsky is one of the most widely quoted figures in educational publications. However, Vygotsky himself was not really an educational researcher. Most of the things referred to as ‘Vygotskian approach’ go back to the so-called Soviet school of psychology. Let us consider answers this tradition would propose to the questions we’ve dealt with.

1. Reasons for learning

The learning process initiated with a problem. The problem has to be internalised by the learner. Absence of knowledge as such is not a problem yet. The learner should be really engaged.  He/she should identify with the learning activity. Learning only takes place when the learner experiences the activity as a real activity, not when it is felt as a fake activity. 
2. Content of learning
Our primary interest should be to understand how to solve the problem. Particular problems and their solutions are secondary. E.g.  in a language course the learning  should lead learners to understand how to build any grammar rule in any language.  The particular rule of the past tense in English for example, is of secondary importance.
However, as course organisers we often see that participants are mainly interested in a very particular way of solving a problem (e.g. teachers in IST want a ready made activity they can use in the next lesson after the course). One could  think that  ready made recipes could give the learner (teacher, in this example) something to start working with on Monday morning and as a result lead to successful learning experience. However, it’s important to remember that from the point of view of the learning activity theory it’s a myth, as people  don’t really generalise from particular solutions. They should learn ‘ways of doing’, therefore it’s important to avoid giving recipes, but encourage learners to develop models on which the solutions are built.

3. Scope of learning

The main part of learning is testing the models developed in the previous stage.  One’s model is always far from perfect, therefore it’s essential that there is context for testing it. The learner should be confronted with a number of typical problems and see if the model allows for solving them.  As a result, not only the scope of models is defined but new attitudes are developed among learners. 
4. Evaluation and assessment
Reflection has become one of the buzz words in education. However, it’s important to understand that mere reflection on the products and the process is not enough, we should also test why these processes took place and these products came out. In the learning activity theory, the focus is on the meta-level evaluation or the tools for building models.

3. Consideration of own courses in the context of the learning activity theory
Apparently, the learning activity theory is not the only theoretical framework for Grundtvig courses.  However, before claiming that the theory behind the course goes back to Vygotsky, it is a good idea to check the answers to the four questions above. And although we’re living in the eclectic world, it’s worth noting that using the words like problem and reflection is not enough for something to be Vygotskian in nature. Yet, it is always possible to (re)construct our courses so that all the four elements of the learning activity are catered for. 
Minutes: Renilde Knevels (Landcommanderij Alden Biesen, Belgium), revised by Alexander Sokol.
[image: image1]