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The International Society on the Learning Sciences claims to “study learning as it happens in real-world situations,” but I have often felt out-of-place when engaging the ISLS community.  The Handbook on the Learning Sciences, the Journal or Learning Sciences, and recent conferences seem dominated by research on learning (about) science, and I’m interested in talking with other researchers interested in learning as it happens in the world – especially beyond the classroom, among adults, in the workplace.  I’m thinking of “learning” broadly here as acquiring new skills and knowledge, developing new behaviors.
My current work focuses on the learning that occurs when new tools for work are introduced and when people work together.  For instance, my dissertation is a study of a highway bridge that required collaboration among academic researchers, construction and contracting companies, and a state transportation department. These collaborators were using new tools (e.g. concrete that bends) in new collaborations, and they were unable to rely exclusively on their existing knowledge of how to design concrete bridges and how to work with government agencies. I’m also involved in a study of new employees joining a large software corporation.  These new employees are starting their first jobs out of college, but much of their learning has just begun.  They need to learn how to work in a large corporation, how to program in languages they haven’t used before, and often do so in a new country.  For a workshop like ours that explores learning beyond the classroom, the interesting aspects of these two studies are the introduction of new tools (e.g. bendable concrete, debugging software), the collaborative nature of the work (e.g. civil engineers with construction contractors, software engineers with one another), and the real-world scenarios in which these people are involved (e.g. a highway bridge, Microsoft).
In these studies, I rely on many of the same literatures heavily cited in learning sciences research, including communities of practice (COP  e.g., Brown & Duguid, 1991; J. Lave & Wenger, 1991).  COP emphasizes the situated nature of practice, and they emerge spontaneously from among the groups of individuals engaged in similar work practices (J. Lave & Wenger, 1991; Lesser & Everest, 2001). Communities of practice span organizational boundaries (Brown & Duguid, 1991)(Brown & Duguid, 1991), and multiple communities of practice may be found in any given organization. The situated, spontaneous, boundary-crossing nature of communities of practice leads some to link communities of practice positively to learning and innovation (Brown & Duguid, 1991). 

Socialization is another body of literature that informs to my work.  Joining a new organization is a stressful activity for both newcomers and the organizations they join.  Organizational socialization is a term used to describe the process through which individuals acquire the skills and knowledge to assume a role in an organization (Van Maanen & Schein, 1979). Existing work in socialization focuses on tactics that organizations use to socialize new members (Jaskyte, 2005; Klein & Weaver, 2000)(Jaskyte, 2005; Klein & Weaver, 2000), information gathering by new members (Miller & Jablin, 1991; Ostroff & Kozlowski, 1992; Ostroff & Kozlowski, 1993)(Miller & Jablin, 1991; Ostroff & Kozlowski, 1992; Ostroff & Kozlowski, 1993) , and newcomer adjustment (Jones, 1986).  More recently, studies of newcomers’ proactivity (Finkelstein, Kulas, & Dages, 2003) have contributed to an understanding of organizational socialization. Together, these studies aim to understand the factors that influence organizational socialization and how such socialization happens.  

Like much of the COP literature, socialization literature explores how people join professional communities, how they develop expertise, and how they learn to work with others.  These aspects of learning in real-world settings are those I find most interesting.  This learning is more social than conceptual, and I think the learning sciences community has much to gain from broadening the conversation to include these kinds and situations for learning. 
For instance, COP literature focuses on a single set of work practices; Lave’s (1991) example of midwives is an especially helpful illustration of this aspect of the concept of COP. She describes midwife apprentices’ learning to mimic the midwife’s practices so that she may develop the same expertise. In a COP, everyone possesses (or is training to possess) similar expertise. Instead, I focus on collaborations in which expertise is varied rather than similar.  Civil engineers and construction contractors must have some knowledge of each other’s work, but they must also have dramatically different expertise.  Teams of software engineers rely on one another to have complementary expertise in order to successfully design, build, and test new features. This focus on varied expertise has the potential to expand our notions of what it means to learn collaboratively.
While communities of practice may facilitate flows of innovation within communities, they may impede diffusion across communities (Brown & Duguid, 2001), constraining innovation at wider levels. Radical innovations often occur where communities meet (Blackler, 1995; Kuhn, 1970). Such innovations necessarily disrupt the established work practices. Established communities of practices may pose problems for innovations, such as the bendable concrete that plays such a central role in the collaboration my dissertation describes, that span communities.  Studying collaborations involving new tools and varied expertise allow me to explore the relationships between COP and innovations.

The lessons learned within the learning sciences community certainly have something to add to my work as well.  For instance, I recognize in the socialization literature a generic model of “active sender – passive receiver” to which learning sciences literature has responded by demanding active and authentic learning for students. The move toward considering newcomer proactivity is a step in the right direction.  In studying newcomers and their learning, I have much to learn from studies of learners generally.
I look forward to the ICLS workshop so that we can talk about learning more broadly and explore how staples of the learning sciences, such as communities of practice, can be used and expanded upon when applied to learning beyond the classroom.
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