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Abstract

Workplace learning generates complex ontological, ethical and epistemological analyses, mainly as responses to ‘lifelong’ education and employability policy agendas. At the centre of these analyses are conflicting views of skills and values, grounded in what adults-as-persons can or should do – their agency.  This paper discusses constructive agentive relationships supported by certain Aristotelian epistemological terms, in particular, phronesis. Then, drawing on Geoff Hinchcliffe (2004), a ‘poached egg’ (reflexive, organic) model of these relationships is proposed, and its underpinning ontological significance set out. I conclude that such a model fits well with an ontology of  ‘social realism’, as Margaret Archer (2000) has argued, and also with some current pedagogical and conceptual innovations. We do need to ‘refurbish learning’, and the paper shows how profound this is: our sense of what it is to be human is up for re-examination.

Introduction

Philosophical work on workplace learning, especially since such learning is located within Western ‘lifelong learning’ education and employability policy imperatives, has centred for much of the last decade on skills and competencies. One side of this has often been to show how reductive these imperatives are, in that they persistently atomise human experience in the direction of smaller chunks of ‘performativity’. In short, behaviourism is the target. 

But the same policy push has also, and contrarily, made some strong holistic claims. Even as Western workers (and school leavers, and university graduates) are evangelised in the name of all that is flexible, portable, transferable, and generic, such effulgence has been regarded sceptically by the philosophically astute. And rightly so. We may indeed ask to what extent do these less reductive, more humanistic, approaches to the New World Of Work, affirm the integrity of the Worker, and the holistic nature of experiences from which adult learning can be constructed. Human beings – and what we regard as ‘being human’ – are central to these questions.

So, for example, we find Lum (2004), agreeing with Hager and Beckett (1995) that ‘person-centred attributes [are] crucial for any coherent account of vocational capability’ (489). We also find Barratt (2004) agreeing, when reviewing Winch (2000), that vocational education can be justified by liberal and Aristotelian notions of the good life. Again, in a 2004 issue of the Oxford Review of Education dedicated to vocationalism and lifelong learning policy, Pring (2004) critiques the UK 2003 White Paper on 21st Century Skills for the emptiness of the notion of ‘skill’ (it is required to do too much), and the impoverishment of education and learning that results. This reinforces an Australian view that, in spite of employers’ extravagant wish-lists of graduates’ attributes, the limits of ‘skill-talk’ have been reached (Hager, Holland and Beckett 2002). Clearly something is conceptually awry when vocational policies are so reductive, and at the same time, so optimistically holistic about adults’ learning.

Philosophers in education are at their most constructive in this policy arena when they affirm the ontological and ethical significance of personhood, and the epistemological richness of human experience, which requires a serious recognition of our agency and our aspirations. This approach confronts not merely reductively behavioural and optimistically holistic public policy, but also the traditional Cartesian (and Platonic) epistemic and ontological assumptions of what counts as worthwhile learning (e.g. Beckett and Morris 2001; Morris and Beckett 2004). Reflecting a post-modern sensitivity to the ‘local, personal and the particular’ (Usher 1997), genuinely embodied human learning – and the skills, competencies, and values, that are displayed in actions - is grounded in specific places and times. Appropriately, philosophers in education have also, then, drawn attention to the significance of contexts (e.g. Halliday and Hager 2002), as have a host of related researchers (e.g. Rainbird, Fuller and Munro 2004, Fenwick 2001, 2004), in advancing more profound accounts of workplace and work-based learning.

Within these specific contexts, attention is being given to the phenomenon of practical judgement: how, amidst a host of variables, experiences can be trawled for those epistemically powerful decisional instances where what we find ourselves doing issues in what turns out to be the right thing to have done – and from which, therefore, we can learn for next time, and in similar places (Beckett and Hager 2000). Throughout these experiences, human agency is assumed: we are responsible for our actions, and, even in the midst of the ‘hot action’ we can and do decide what to do next. Skills and competencies are thus at the heart of these holistic human experiences, but although they are necessary for successful practical judgements, by themselves they are an insufficient account of such judgements (and any co-temporaneous actions). 

In contributing to these continuing and broader ontological, ethical and epistemological analyses, this paper explores agentive relationships insofar as these are apparent in adults’ workplaces when practical judgements are made. Broadly Aristotelian, the analysis draws on Hinchcliffe (2004), to propose a ‘poached egg’ model of these relationships, and then I present some desiderata for any model of agency for workplace learning. Finally, drawing upon Archer (2000), I set out the ontological significance of such agency. In this way, what it is to be human is explored.

The next section reiterates some recent argumentation developing parts of the above summary (it draws upon Beckett 2004a and 2004b).

Making Practical Judgements

Clearly, for humans at work, ‘knowing how’ and ‘knowing why’ are both required for what it is to come to understand something, at a fundamental level: ‘just-in-time training’ looks like a good example of this achievement of understanding, where the knowing how and the knowing why are intertwined, or reflexive (Beckett, Agashae and Oliver, 2002) and are very context-specific. Knowing how, and knowing why, and their relationships, are fundamental to the model proposed in this paper, as is a focus on the experience-based problems, issues, challenges and all manner of ‘hot actions’ that arise in daily work life. Paul Hager and I have consistently claimed these relationships and these experiences as the basis for a new epistemology of practice (Beckett and Hager, 2002). What we have not yet done is set out how human agency contributes to this.

Consider this empirical example (which I discussed at the 2004 PESA Conference), in which ICT, such as the general practitioner’s pop-up screen on her or his surgery desk computer, can co-construct a medical judgement:

Julia [who is 16 years old] has come with her mother to visit her usual GP.  Her primary complaint is her frequent need to urinate.  Her mother thinks that Julia may have a urinary tract infection and need antibiotics.  After taking a history and completing a brief physical examination, Julia’s GP turns to the computer to prescribe her an antibiotic.  The computer flashes a warning that attracts everyone’s attention.  It warns everyone about the incompatibility of this antibiotic with her current medication.  It is at this point that Julia’s mother notices that her daughter has been prescribed the contraceptive pill. (Deveny cited in Beckett 2004b)

In this example, agency is distributed amongst those humans and maybe even the non-humans (the desk-top computer), such that the judgement made by the general practitioner is more properly conceptualised as: social, material (that is to say, embodied, both human and non-human) affective, and cognitive – all the usual ingredients of holistic experiences are present, and each contributes to the practicality of the medical judgement. Thus, the distribution of agency includes, controversially, what Waltz (2004) calls ‘giving artifacts a voice’ – through a body of scholarship (social studies of technology, mainly actor network theory) from which we have much to learn. The medico in this example has more contributors to her or his practical judgement than hitherto (traditionally, the surgery had the status of the confessional).

This wider distribution of agency generates more inclusive expectations of decisional situations, such as the one in the surgery. In adult education, interest is rightly more focussed on the quality of such decisions, especially with higher and more public thresholds of accountability. My present enquiry, then, is about how such practitioners can learn from their daily inferential experiences: how do we make judgements, amidst what we find ourselves doing? 

In my 2004 PESA paper I explored Sellars’ ‘inferentialism’ (cf. DeVries and Triplett, 2000), and Brandom’s ‘linguistic pragmatism’ (Brandom, 2000), and I believe these have much to offer the elucidation of practical judgements (Beckett 2004b). But today I want to stick to the ‘doing’ of something, not debate its relationship to ‘saying’ how or why something is done, inextricable though these ultimately are, when located in a person.  

Briefly, the claim is that how a person goes on to do something (what ‘know how’ consists in) is not about something other than itself (represented, such as is Given), but rather about what that person finds herself or himself undergoing, in what it is to be human. Frequently, what humans find themselves doing is making judgements about what to do next. Judgements under this inferentialist model of intentionality are practical in that they are expected to be efficacious: they deal in what is thought to be good (that is to say, appropriate) in specific contexts in which they are embedded. How Aristotle helps us sort this out is where I now turn.

Agency and Ends

Workplaces are, by and large, and at the very least, social environments; whether or not they are also ‘communities of practice’ is another matter. Either way, ‘ends’ (values, purposes, cultures) matter. The model of agency I am developing here is congruent with the familiar Lave and Wenger scheme, but it does not rely upon it. Instead, with the help of Hinchcliffe (2004), I return to Aristotle. In an important and subtle argument, Hinchcliffe establishes that the traditional and contested Aristotelian distinction between techne  (technical ‘doing’) and arête (virtue) needs to be re-assessed:

Aristotle clearly erected a barrier between the technical and the ethical…to the extent that the activities associated with each were quite separate and, indeed, seemed to belong to different domains…. We are presented…with a somewhat absurd position: work, the activity which engages much of the waking hours of the adult population across the whole world has, according to much of philosophy, only a tenuous relation with the ethical. (p537)

Hinchcliffe, like Winch and many others of us who puzzle about lifelong and vocational learning, is keen to advance eudaimonia (flourishing) especially as this is agentively attributed to work. How this can be shown is in the fine-grained but crucial distinctions Aristotle sets up between actions (praxis) that have ends beyond themselves, and those actions that have ends internal to themselves. The ethical character of the former is shown by arête:

[T] hese are, [Aristotle] tells us, ‘states of character’ which make an agent disposed to see things in a certain way. Arete implies a certain intuitive grasp of the ends of man, which arises through experience, such that a person is ‘naturally’ (we might say) disposed to do the fair-minded thing or act in a courageous way. These dispositions enable the non-discursive apprehension of certain ends in such a way that emotional energy is marshalled in the appropriate way (for example, the fair-minded person becomes angry if they see a manifest piece of injustice). (538)

Notice both the contextual sensitivity and the non-discursive nature of arête. According to Hinchcliffe, for Aristotle, ‘certain ways’ of ‘seeing things’ arise ‘through experience’; it is, in short, through the doing that actions develop their ethical significance. The actions are choices that emerge along with ‘certain ends’. Overall, the impression is of reflexivity with regard to means and ends, such that ‘states of character’ are formed in the flux of judgements about proper (i.e. ethical) conduct. 

But we are now adjacent to the other way praxis constructs ethical ends: practical reason (phronesis). With phronesis, Hinchcliffe reminds us that 

…it has a double character: on the one hand, it apprehends those ends which constitute human flourishing or the good for man…and on the other hand it involves a certain ability or cleverness which converts the mere apprehension of what is to be done into the actual doing of it. (537). 

The phronimos is the street-wise person, able to judge what will be efficacious, that is, will meet the ends internal to the activity itself (such as healing the patient), but these internal goods will be explicable in value-laden terms, not merely as an exercise of techne.

Aristotle enriches the notion of praxis by distinguishing between techne (skilful doing) and poiesis (making), and Hinchcliffe shows how these are intertwined (unstably so, he states) in human flourishing, even if, for most of the last two millennia, scholars have polarised them, to the detriment of work (which was regarded as mere ‘doing’, no matter how skilfully done).

Like Hinchcliffe, I agree it is time to rethink the distinction between ‘activities whose end is themselves i.e. which are done for their own sake, from activities whose ends are external to those activities’ (545), and I believe the place to look for this rethinking is any site of practical judgement. What we notice where practitioners are trying (i.e. intending) to make sense of what they are undergoing, is how much making is going on. They are immersed in experiences which invite and indeed require understanding (see Beckett 2004a), but that understanding is emergent, amidst the making of judgements of how to proceed. We typically do not ‘do’ judgements; rather, we ‘make’ them. 

What is brought to the making of such judgements? There are perhaps three ingredients: perceptions of the immediate environment, awareness of the patterns of the past (including propositional knowledge, or theoria), and value-laden perspectives, which are teleological. These experiences, retrievals and expectations will be often fragmented, inchoate and selective; my point is that they will be judiciously so. The making of a judgement of how to proceed will be manifest in the trying (i.e. in the intentional behaviour, a.k.a. acting) to move forward, and this will be embodied, and hopefully to some extent, skilful. 

This relationship between ‘trying’ and ‘making’ is best shown in a ‘poached egg’ metaphor, where the yolk represents the ‘trying’. Trying requires both techne and poiesis – these are at the centre of the white of the egg, which is the ‘making’ of a judgement. In the dental surgery, the tooth is extracted efficiently (that is, by the dextrous, and artful, manipulation by the dentist of the tools and techniques she has been trained to use), and efficaciously (that is, because its removal will remediate pain, which is a value central to health care). All of that is within the yolk of the ‘poached egg’, and constitutes ‘trying’ by the dentist.

The making of a practical judgement (phronesis) itself (the judgement that this act of minor surgery is necessitated in this context) is located as the white of the poached egg: in extracting the tooth, the dentist constitutes the ‘sense-making’ of the clinical situation. Now she will be bringing to phronesis each of the three ingredients mentioned above, namely: relevant patterns from the past (including theoria), a perception of the immediate context, and values that are ends-in-view. Dentistry, professionalism, consumerism, citizenry and humanism are just some of the frames of reference for these values, in this case. 

What is important for the poached egg metaphor is the way the yolk and the white each need the other. This symbiotic relationship enables Hinchcliffe’s concern about techne and praxis to be addressed more holistically. Techne, with recognition of poiesis, (which together constitute the ‘yolk’) can be shown to have value-ladenness built in, as it were. Indeed, we may claim that skilful work can contribute to human flourishing. But the ‘white’ of the egg, that is, the context of such contributions, is richer than mere praxis (actions).

I argue that phronesis situates the significance of such a contribution within the ‘white’ of intentionality, but in doing so it enhances that intentionality, because it adds, to action, decisionality, (the making of judgements). What has the ‘white’ become? It is, under this metaphor, the decisional context, which we find ourselves in very often at work, more richly defined than by praxis alone. It is enriched by phronesis, by the experience of the making of judgements about how to proceed, and this ‘making’ is embodied, that is, constituted in what we try.

The articulation required and afforded by this symbiotic ‘yolk+white’ epistemic relationship can be found where practitioners find how to proceed, by showing this to themselves (that is to oneself and to one’s peers). Practice is an evolving phenomenon, with emerging properties, and characteristics, both technical and value-laden. Not surprisingly, we expect our dentist to be able (= skilled) to extract a tooth, and also to have made a decision that extraction is appropriate (= good).  So much for the ‘yolk’. Now for the ‘white’. The practical judgement that contextualises these expectations we have of our dentist is attributed by us to her or his membership of some sorts of peer group (perhaps a community of practitioners) whose ‘conversations’ (as Oakeshott has outlined) have defined traditions of practice. What a Sellarsian inferentialism adds to a ‘conversational’ stance is the imperative of justification. It is not enough in this era of public accountability that practices evolve, much as the Chinese Whisper game evolves, or that dentists through their peer groups see their practices as having Wittgensteinian ‘family resemblances’. What is essential is that this new epistemology of practice has at its bedrock, not a Givenist (non-inferentialist, representationalist) ontology, but rather an inferentialist, expressive ontology. Under this ontology, we infer the world – which is agentive – as we find it presented in experience. I develop this below.

From Epistemology To Ontology: A Model of Agency 

Such an ontology is what Luntley (2004) is getting at when he argues for conceptual development based upon ‘seeing the world aright’. He states that, on his model, ‘the generality of concepts emerges from acts of judgements in which agents see things as similar’ (9). I agree with this. It helps the articulation and justification of practitioners’ judgements amongst one’s peers to able to ‘see’ the patterns, and what arises in workplace experiences that eludes those patterns. The evolution of an epistemology of practice allow for the novel, the inchoate and the chaotic, but whether and for how long such experiences stay that way is largely a matter of the exercise of agency in the form of the ‘poached egg’ I have set out above. I have referred elsewhere to the oncologists who learn about ‘apple-core’ lesions (Beckett 2004b). In these and countless similar cases where practice is about the image, and about the imagination, there is clearly a case for closer attention to the perceptual significance of experience under this new (but neo-Aristotelian) epistemology of practice. It is not trite to add that such attention would include ‘attention’ (the acts of attending) itself.

In moving the analysis from an epistemology of practice to an ontology of practice, I believe a model of agency for workplace learning would have to demonstrate the following features, if important educational ideals outlined in the Introduction are to be advanced. These features are: 

1. a focus on the emergence of learning, and (literally, by inference) the constructivist nature of knowledge (in contrast to its propositional past); 

2. a way of distributing agency amongst human and non-human entities; 

3. a symbiotic (or ‘poached egg’) relationship between ‘doing’ and ‘making’; 

4. a rippling of articulating out from particular agentive contexts to the authentication of peers; and,

5. serious attention to attending and how ‘ways of seeing’ can be taught.

In this paper, I have developed the 3rd point. In my paper at the previous PESA Conference in Melbourne (2004b), I argued mainly for the 4th point using Sellarsian ‘inferentialism’, and, with regard to the 2nd point, concluded that:

…I have argued, with help from Luntley, Barad and Waltz, how a co-constructive approach to the distribution of agency can contribute to broader epistemological and ontological considerations, which arise when we try to ‘refurbish’ what we mean by learning. By dealing with practices, purposes and performativity, and taking seriously the dynamic, fluid and emergent nature of experience, we can start to unveil how we act with things, and that materiality and sociality are still the best places to start to discover how ‘things’ act on other ‘things’, namely, on us. (italics added)

But the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th points are ‘bookended’. Both the 1st and 5th points raise the deeper issue of our (human) being: how we act in the world displays what we take to be our humanity. If educationists in this era of lifelong learning wish to ‘refurbish’ learning (to use Hager’s term), in favour of a practice-based holism, then a model of agency based on inferentialism (as summed up in 1-5 above), seems to require an ontology of practice. What kinds of being do we become? Amongst the many conceptualisations available, I plump for a theory of social realism: that there are real human phenomena, both structures, and agency, which provide the ontological underpinnings of an epistemology of practice.

Conclusion: An Ontology of Social Realism 

Such a theorisation is available in Margaret Archer’s work (2000: 310-311), where she states, by way of conclusion (to her book):

Realism is ‘thus concerned with actions which are practical, not just symbolic: with making (poiesis), not just doing (praxis), or rather with doing which is not, or not only, saying’ [Bhaskar, R. 1989 p146]…. An account of the causal powers of human beings…has been given in which our subjectivity derives from our engagement with the world, and not through our involvement in ‘society’s conversation’, the local ‘form of life’, or any other solely discursive order.

Leaving aside whether Archer has Wittgenstein right, her main point is helpful: what makes us human – or rather, what we make of our humanity - is shown in our growth in our capacity to do things, or, as she puts it, 

…how our human powers…are emergent from our relations with the world as a whole, and how they react back upon reality as a whole…[S] tructures are part and parcel of the world which human beings confront, with which they interact, which they have the power to transform, yet which transform themselves as they do so… (311) (italics added)

Under social realism, then, our ‘doing’, ‘making’ and our articulation of the judgements we make in life (and at work) flow from the prior ontological state that locates our materiality and our sociality simultaneously in the world. This state is agentive, in that we individually act in ways we learn to be more and more efficacious. More significantly, it is emergent (my 1st point) and attentive (my 5th point). For Archer, and for me, ‘Practice is Pivotal’ (Archer, Ch5 passim). This starts at birth:

At first we cannot know reality as subdivided into the inanimate and animate, animate and human, etc, before we begin our practical dealings with it. Hunger, thirst and discomfort are our initial physiological prompts to such exchanges, but their imperiousness serves to reinforce Marx’s important insight that we are committed to continuous practical activity in a material world, where subsistence is dependent upon the working relationship between us and things, which cannot be reduced to the relations ‘between the ideas of men’. (p122) (italics orig.)

Archer’s ‘morphogenesis’ analysis takes us beyond this paper, but even this taste of it shows that an ontology of practice reflexively works our agency and our materiality: what we learn we can do (and make) emerges from our attentive actions in the world. 

Let me telegraph the pedagogical significance of this argument. Educators who are serious about reflective learning practices, constructivist curricula, facilitative leadership of learning, modelling and simulations of authentic experiences, and authentic project-based experiences themselves, can see such innovations as instantiations of it. David Shaffer, at Wisconsin-Madison, is at the forefront of some of these in his fieldwork with IT projects with adolescents in classrooms, which simulate vocational learning, advancing Dewey’s re-orientation of learning away from the merely propositional (Shaffer 2004). He links this fieldwork with conceptual innovation, creating ‘toolforthoughts’, which acknowledges the ways the new virtual world de-centres ‘thinking’ in favour of a reflexive co-construction of both tools and cognition (Shaffer and Clinton 2004). He raises intertwined epistemological and ontological considerations broadly similar to those in this paper, and further work on reflective practices such as journalism is developing the notion of an ‘epistemic frame’, which, for Shaffer, ‘ orchestrates (and is orchestrated by) participation in a community of practice by linking practice, identity, values, and knowledge within a particular way of thinking—within the epistemology of a practice’ (Shaffer 2005: 3). I regard this initiative as analogous to the Aristotelian attempt herein to organise much the same phenomena.  

To summarise this paper: I started out arguing that things and our relationship to them can contribute to the constitution of agency (Beckett 2004b), as the medico’s pop-up screen example shows. At the level of an epistemology of practice, there is no need to privilege humans in the constitution of agency. (Note that I am not arguing for the attribution of agency to non-human entities.) More generally, I have argued that human ‘practical judgements’, enriched by the conceptual nutrition of the ‘poached egg’ metaphor, drive an inferentialism that shapes what it is to know how to continue acting. It is this that shapes powerful learning, because it is relational, rather than propositional, knowledge, and this is where lifelong and vocational educational policies are to be found, as I outlined in the Introduction.

An ontology of practice is congruent with this epistemology, but it is more fundamental. This deeper claim is that we experience our world and our selves, as these respectively but jointly emerge, through practical judgements we make as we attend to what life offers us. This emergent capacity is the best place to look for the refurbishment of learning, since its social realism grounds our epistemologies in practices where doing and saying are intertwined, and it is this co-construction that shapes our humanity. These practices, which start with human needs to survive, are driven by our intentionality (that is, what we find ourselves doing) that in my view is more significant for learning than having an intention (that is, what we say, or think, we will do next). 

In short, I claim that we learn powerfully and profoundly through our agency. Our practical judgements reveal our selves and our world. But I have argued they do more than this. Such judgements shape us - and reality. Building the capacity for better judgements is, then, right at the heart of the quest to refurbish learning. 
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