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Course Description:

How do people learn? What counts as learning? How can we study it with ethnographic tools?

Conceptions of learning underlie many human interactions from the curricula that schools and governments establish to the ways engineers design products. Currently socio-cultural theories of learning figure prominently in understanding how learning occurs in context, and these theories are themselves a meeting point for the perspectives from the behavioral sciences of psychology and anthropology. In addition to understanding this nexus, we will also study ethnographic methodologies (participant observation, field notes, interviewing, transcribing, and data analysis). These methods will allow us to investigate the connections between cultural expectations and the kinds of learning that take place in various times and places. The culminating project includes a presentation of findings poster session.

The course is centered around three questions:

1.    What are the major theories of learning in play in the US over the last 
century?

2.    What is culture, and what role does it play in structuring the social 
practices of work and learning?

3.    How can ethnographic methodologies best be used to study learning in 
particular times and places?

The first section of the course will focus on the learning theories themselves (from behaviorism to more recent theoretical conceptions of information processing, problem-solving, transfer, and socio-cultural learning. As we consider these, we will tie our understanding to a variety of case studies of actual everyday work and learning situations in a variety of formal and informal contexts.

In the second section of the course we will move to a consideration of culture. We will look at the different ways traditional cultures have viewed work and schooling and how children are socialized into the practices of their communities. As we do so, we will begin to learn to use the tools of ethnography. We will learn how to approach a research situation ethically, how to take good field notes, how to conduct interviews, and how to analyze ethnographic data. Several ethnographic case studies will help us understand.
