3rd International Conference on Higher Education Advances, HEAd’ 17
Universitat Politécnica de Valéncia, Valéncia, 2017
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.4995/HEAd17.2017.4979

Authentic experiential work in the socialisation of undergraduate
students: an EHEA-framed epistemological consideration

Robert Martinez Carrasco®

Department of Translation and Interpretation at Jaume | University (Spain)

Abstract

The European Higher Education Area (EHEA) is adamant about the role of
employability in curriculum development and the overall education process
of undergraduate students. This responds not only to the current emerging
models of economic and social growth but also to an underlying
epistemological shift regarding the very nature and characteristics of
Education. This article provides the epistemological foundation of the said
shift, arguing, from a post-positivist perspective, how authentic experiential
work in the classroom may contribute to the progressive socialisation of
students into their respective communities of practice, thus bridging the gap
between the labour market and the education institutions.
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1. Introduction

The progressive socialisation of graduates in their respective communities of practice is
regarded, these days, as one of the main goals in the education process of undergraduate
students. Becoming an ‘expert’ in their field, following the Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1980)
model of expertise, implies bringing professionals-to-be from the periphery of their
respective professional community to its very centre, advancing from the ‘novice’ stage all
the way through their education process (Gonzalez-Davies & Enriquez-Raido, 2016).
Indeed, Risku (2010:105) reminds of the importance, in educational settings, of paying
appropriate attention to the actor-network relations in the profession, since, at the end of the
day, the functioning and internal rules of a socio-professional community, Marco adds
(2016:34), depend exclusively on its members.

The assumption reflected above, which is widely accepted at present and understood to be
rather obvious in tertiary education, implies a particular epistemological stance that
embraces a number of post-positivist premises, namely Deweyan, insofar it believes that
“education is not preparation for life, it is life itself” (Duffy & Cunningham, 1996:4). Thus,
the learning activity, analysed in Deweyan terms, results from the interaction of
meaningful, important experiences within the learner, and thus their needs and interests as
future members of the relevant communities of practice is believed to stand as one of the
cornerstones of any third level educational approach.

Yet, the professionals in charge of those education processes rarely possess the relevant
pedagogical background. Quite on the contrary, they are expected to know how to teach,
how to guide the education process of their students and have an active role in curriculum
development, lesson planning, etc. (Kiraly, 2014), which leaves lecturers in a rather ‘swim
or sink’ situation in their classrooms while “more attention is paid, for example, to their
training as researchers in their discipline” (Kelly, 2008:108). It may come as no surprise,
then, that the absence in many cases of a solid background in Educational Philosophy and
Pedagogy may result in a rich plethora of pedagogical perspectives and educational aims
with various, sometimes even over-lapping, epistemological (unconscious?) beliefs. This
‘common sense epistemology’ (Bereiter & Scardamaglia, 1993), based on intuition,
observation, imitation or even perpetuation of teaching practices, may be said to be the
basis of a significant part of our current teaching and learning classroom methodology.

One could wonder how this methodological and epistemological hotchpotch has somehow
accepted the current common belief regarding not only the importance of Dewey’s ‘learn-
by-doing’, but also the role of experiential work and the student-centred nature of
Education. Indeed, contemporary educational approaches cannot be separated from post-
positivist grounds, namely constructivist, even if the degree of the implementation of those
post-positivist ideals may vary from field to field, and from lecturer to lecturer, rendering a
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complex picture in terms of how we believe third level education should be, here and now,
how it really is, and all the possibilities in between.

The irruption of the European Higher Education Area (EHEA) has indeed contributed
significantly to the shift in the mainstream third level education paradigm. As we have
argued elsewhere (Martinez-Carrasco, in press), EHEA has re-modelled degree
programmes, classroom methodologies, assessment procedures, and even the very role of
students and educators in an attempt to “build upon its intellectual, cultural, social,
scientific, and technological dimensions” (Bologna Declaration, 1999:1-2). The EHEA
structure, framing tertiary education and providing the relevant legal and institutional
grounds, has served effectively to spread and promote the current epistemological third
level education scenario.

2. Current educational epistemologies: a situated hagiography

The nature of knowledge itself and knowledge acquisition may be roughly ascribed to three
major epistemological stances shaping the idiosyncrasy of the teaching profession (Davis &
Sumara, 2004; Doll, 2002): empirico-rationalist approaches, constructivist approaches and
emergentist approaches. While the first one seems to be have been condemned to public
scorn these days insofar it is believed to represent traditional educational ideas based on
lecturer-centred performance, memorisation and recitation, one needs to acknowledge the
relevant role these positivist trends have played and still play in Education. At the end of
the day, as Kiraly recognises (2016:53), it is just a matter of the way reality is
conceptualised, so no epistemological approach may present any claim to universal truth
but rather a situated contextualisation of the affairs. The said opinion is shared by a number
authors who claim the validity of mixed, eclectic epistemological stances to be applied to
third level education (Kinchin & Hay, 2007:4; Cronjé, 2006:393)

In contrast, the constructivist epistemological spectrum has gained momentum in
educational settings, at first on earlier stages of education and since the implementation of
EHEA also in tertiary education. EHEA finds in constructivism the epistemological
backbone of some of its main objectives, namely employability and lifelong learning
(Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, 2015). Through the constructivist perspective, education
becomes learning (Biesta, 2013b) since the underlying rationale it presents assumes that the
learning activity occurs within the cognition of the individual, who makes sense of the
world when contrasting their cognitive structures to the reality outside them. It is thus the
cognising agent (von Glasersfeld, 2005) who, as a result, ‘builds up’ particular cognitive
structures, be it through social interaction (hence the ‘social’ tag of constructivism) or
within one’s own cognition (Piaget’s ‘radical’ brother of social constructivism).

One of the ways EHEA articulates its epistemological stance towards better employability
of the European graduates is the use of competences, traditionally applied to vocational
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training given its more professionally-oriented nature (Haldsz & Michel, 2011:289). If
employability is to be one of the main goals of third level education, then formulating the
respective learning outcomes in terms of competences, skills, and abilities makes complete
sense as opposed to the traditional knowledge attainment criteria. Indeed, the current
emerging models of economic and social growth explored by Biesta (2013a) and De Ketele
(2008), among others, reflect the use of competences in a post-positivist environment as a
tool to bring the labour market closer to university education, hence the fundamental role of
experiential work embedded in the curriculum.

The main tenets of these post-positivist trends are summarised by Doolitle and Hicks
(2003) and contemplate the individual and socially-mediated nature of the learning activity,
the importance of authentic and real world environments, the role of the learner’s prior
knowledge and experience, and the self-regulated, self-mediated, self-aware nature of the
construction of knowledge. This conceptualisation of learning reflects the degree of
complexity of cognitive development and calls for particular adaptation, self-organisation,
and interaction processes in the education of undergraduate students. In fact, the perks of
socially-mediated learning embedded in authentic environments have been highlighted by
many (Robinson et al, 2016) as a unique channel for lecturers to push the boundaries of
their students’ cognitive actual development level, using Vygotskian terms.

2.1. The irruption of Emergentism

Authors like Doolittle (2014) have integrated the characteristics of complex thinking, which
has become increasingly popular in the last 30 years (Davis & Sumara, 2008:35) into a
constructivist model, and speak of ‘complex constructivism’, or ‘emergentism’, advising
that complexity stands as “a broad-based theory concerning the evolution and functioning
of non-linear systems that may be applied in many domains”, education included (Doolitle,
2014:490). Indeed, emergentism allows to understand education as a complex, trans-
disciplinary activity and provides a fresh insight on questions such as sense-making,
teacher-learner relationships, classroom dynamics, etc. (Davis & Sumara, 2008:34).

Kiraly (2016:61) sheds light on the matter speaking of the nature of complex and
complicated systems regarding the emergentist epistemological grounds. Emergentism, he
asserts, understands complex systems as something beyond the sum of its parts, something
with emergent properties. Learning, as Davis and Sumara point out (2004:101) “is not
about acquisition, processing or storing, but about emergent structuring”. Similarly, De Bot
et al (2007:7), in the context of Dynamic Systems Theory and its application to educational
settings, speak of the difficulty of education insofar systems (here, cognitive structures) are
constantly changing, developing through interaction with the environment and through
processes of internal reorganisation.
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Cognition, understood as a complex system, allows for mind-as-a-brain conceptualisations,
something in constant construal and re-organisation, as opposed to the traditional
constructivist mind-as-a-computer metaphor. Some even speak of shared cognition and
mind-as-a-rhizome interpretations (Duffy & Cunningham, 1996:8), claiming that cognition
may be socially shared and stored, removing it from the actual individual. This very last
metaphor is remarkably interesting insofar it follows that the learning process may be
nothing but a “dialogue and negotiation with and within a local sociocultural context”
(ibid:12), where authentic, experiential work embedded in collaborative projects may play a
crucial role.

3. Implications in classroom methodology

Building on the epistemological shift argued above, it comes as no surprise that the new
epistemological stances have required a different approach in the teacher-learner relations,
but also in class methodology and the way the curriculum is drafted, presented, and applied
in contemporary classrooms. From an apparently old-fashioned positivist, teacher-centred
methodology, the current institutional framework pushes lecturers to bring students to the
very centre of their learning activity, and thus promote their emancipation as individuals
and their progressive socialisation into their communities of practice. To that concern,
Kiraly (2000:22) welcomes the epistemological discussion above since it promotes further
debate on pedagogy and educational implications. Besides, the scholar puts forward a
number of classrooms models: from a transmissionist, teacher-controlled positivist model to
a transformative, student-controlled model where the role of lecturers becomes that of a
facilitator of the overall learning activity, in charge of the scaffolding (again, Vygotskian
terms) of the education process of their students. To those models Gonzalez-Davies and
Enriquez-Raido (2016:7) add a fourth one, a ‘transactional’ model, which serves to bridge
both epistemological stances.

Garcia (2016:101), on post-positivist teaching methodologies, speaks of the authenticity of
the learning activity and its context as an integral part of knowledge and effective learning
outcomes, suggesting a project-based collaborative methodology that addresses real life
situations. As the scholar argues, project-based learning, grounded in post-positivist
epistemological approaches, presents an interesting number of characteristics promoting
both the socialisation of students in their respective communities of practice and the current
EHEANn quest for employability: authenticity (real problems, effective solutions),
complexity (students are faced with complex matters relying on a number of variables),
construction research and use of tools (researching, planning, implementing, reporting),
autonomy (and subsequent responsibility). To that list one could add motivation, since the
use of authentic materials in a project-based methodology tends to have a significant impact
in the overall satisfaction of students, who see how ‘reality’ enters their classrooms and
their project are vested with the legitimacy and liability of real-life affairs.

121



122

Authentic experiential work and the socialisation of graduates

Regarding the way to integrate the use of authentic experiential work in the classroom, be it
in a project-based fashion or any other methodological approach, Gonzalez-Davis and
Enriquez-Raido (2016:3) find three main common trends: approaches where students are
presented in the classroom with a realistic task based on collaborative work, approaches
where students engage real-life professional work through work placements and schemes
(outside the classroom), and approaches where the previous methodologies are combined.

All in all, emergentism understands education as a situated, context-dependent activity
(Risku, 2016:101), hence the importance that lecturers implement authentic or near-
authentic tasks into their teaching, preferably in collaboration-based settings. Under this
emergentist paradigm, it is only though real, significant assignments embedded in authentic
situations that students are exposed to the complexity and constraints a professional in their
field would meet in the course of their career (see Kiraly, 2016, for an extensive
contribution on the use of authentic materials in the education of translators, for instance).

3.1. The socialisation of students under emergentist premises

EHEA’s employability standards require that university lecturers go a step further away
from their classic transmissionist role and make sure that their students develop the relevant
knowledge, skills, and abilities that professionals in their field display, but also a sense of
the idiosyncratic identity of their community of practice, the explicit and hidden norms,
behaviour and values, sense of belonging, professional self-concept, etc.

Emergentism, as well as other post-positivist epistemological standpoints, does provide the
ideal breeding ground for those aspirations to take place, understanding cognition, and
therefore Education, as a complex entity with emergent properties. Under the emergentist
paradigm, activities, tasks, and projects are understood in a situated, dynamic context that
serves students to grown professionally and personally in an empowering education
continuum that does fill the gap between the labour world and the education institutions.

As Risku acknowledges (2016:6), the use of authentic materials may indeed stand as the
right vehicle to achieve the socialisation of students since it allows them to take full
responsibility of their education process “gaining competence, especially when they take
part in a dialogue and can assume a meaningful role in an authentic situation”.
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