
Educational Psychology: A Cultural Psychological and Semiotic View 

 

 

Howard A. Smith 

Faculty of Education 

Queen's University 

Kingston ON K7L3N6 

Canada 

 

Email: SmithH@Educ.QueensU.Ca 

 

Paper presented at the meeting of the 

Australian Association for Research in Education 

Adelaide, December 1998 

 

  

  

Abstract 

  

The paper supports previous writings by claiming that two psychologies, the causal and the 
purposive, exist based on their very different metaphors about how world events may be 
understood. Mechanism, the world view embracing the metaphor of the machine, seeks the 
lawful and generalizable results sought by causal psychology. Contextualism, the world view 
based on the metaphor of the historic event, seeks to understand events based on 
situational meanings and is the perspective adopted by purposive psychology and, by 
extension, semiotics. The differing types of representation and meaning, along with some 
research on memory, are used to illustrate the differing views and research priorities of 
these two perspectives. Finally, five implications of adopting a semiotic perspective in 
educational research and practice are outlined. 

  



Educational Psychology: A Cultural Psychological and Semiotic View 

  

It is with this end in view, the provision of a natural as opposed to an artificial 

theory of thinking, that we begin with the consideration of signs 

Ogden & Richards, 1949, p. 50 

Traditional educational psychology is distinguished by its focus on the measured behaviour 
of group performances and on resulting generalizable findings. However, an alternative 
perspective exists that focuses on the ongoing meaning-making achieved by both individuals 
and groups within particular sociocultural settings. This alternative view, cultural 
psychological and semiotic in nature, is concerned with understanding phenomena and their 
ongoing processes instead of with establishing causal relationships among discrete products 
or variables. Thus the purposes of this paper are, first, to establish some fundamental 
differences between the two major perspectives in educational psychology and, second, to 
outline the basic configuration of a semiotic educational psychology. To these ends, I shall 
argue that the two views represent very different traditions and standpoints with diverging 
research procedures and objectives. The example of human memory will be used to 
illustrate some of these differences. I shall conclude by presenting five major implications of 
adopting a semiotic perspective for educational inquiry. 

Two Traditions of Psychological Inquiry 

To beginning students in educational psychology, a single epistemological paradigm is seen 
to underlie all psychological theory and research. These students soon become familiar with 
a standard toolkit of experimental tactics and with such names as John B. Watson, Robert 
Thorndike, B. F. Skinner, and Herbert Simon. However, despite its low profile, a second view 
linked to purpose, meaning, and interpretation and which today carries the label of cultural 
psychology exists also. Over time, this view has been represented by a lesser known set of 
individuals such as Franz Brentano, James Mark Baldwin, Lev Vygotsky, George Herbert 
Mead, and Jerome Bruner. The positioning of this "second psychology" (Cahan & White, 
1992) brings it within the boundaries of semiotics with its deliberate focus on mediation, 
signs, and the ongoing interactions between biology and culture. Semiotics manifests wide 
cross-disciplinary representation in such areas as the arts, philosophy, biology, medicine, 
linguistics, and other human sciences and includes such individuals as Charles Peirce, 
Jakob von Uexkull, Karl Buhler, Julia Kristeva, and Roman Jacobson. 

Psychology's two main views were discussed clearly by Munsterberg (1914), who labelled 
the perspectives as causal, or explanatory, and purposive, or interpretive. The goal of causal 
psychology is to comprehend cognition (Munsterberg used the term "mental life") as "a 
system of causes and effects", while the goal of purposive psychology is to understand 
cognition "in its meanings, and that is, in its purpose" (p. 16). Munsterberg stated that both 
perspectives were essential to a full understanding of psychology and that we rely on both 
every day. "Both are valuable and significant and both fulfill the meaning of truth. . . . yet if 
we come to the last word, we must finally recognize that while the two psychological 
systems are equally true, they are not coordinated. One treats man as an object, the other 
as a subject" (p. 295). 

From this and other analyses (e.g., Bruner, 1990; Cahan & White, 1992), major 
characteristics of the two views can be described. Causal psychology: (a) relies on the 
experimental method for its results, (b) uses quantitative methodologies in its research, (c) 



draws its example from the natural sciences, especially Newtonian physics, (d) is ahistorical 
in that phenomena are studied at single points in time, (e) seeks to explain phenomena, (f) 
seeks to generalize results from individual studies, (g) emphasizes repeated phenomena, 
that is, concentrates on events that happen frequently rather than one time only, (h) is 
concerned with the content of consciousness, and (i) is a psychology of mental states. 

On the other hand, purposive psychology: (a) uses qualitative methodologies, (b) draws its 
example from the historical sciences, © emphasizes historical developments across time, (d) 
seeks to understand and interpret phenomena, (e) focuses on individual cases, (f) deals with 
higher level phenomena such as language in use, myths, and social practices, (g) is locally 
contingent, (h) is concerned with the psychology of meaning, and (i) is a psychology of the 
self. 

From these characteristics, it follows that traditional educational psychology is steeped 
deeply in the causal perspective and cultural psychology pursues the purposive agenda. To 
elaborate on cultural psychology and by extension to semiotics, this view calls for inquiry on 
human meanings and intentions and, as an interpretive discipline, seeks to understand the 
beliefs and actions of the self and others within specific cultures and contexts. Over the past 
300 years, the cultural psychological tradition has been represented by those such as Vico, 
Lazarus, Wundt, the Russian sociohistorical school of Leontiev, Luria, and Vygotsky, Bruner, 
and Cole (cf., Jahoda, 1993; Smith, 1995). For example, at least three main premises form 
the bases of Vygotsky's theorizing: (a) humans are linked with the physical world and each 
other by processes of cultural mediation that employ both psychological and technical tools 
of the surrounding culture, (b) cultural mediation and, therefore, human psychological 
functions are historical phenomena which undergo continuous and lifelong change, and © 
human psychological functions arise from practical activity in specific contexts (e.g., Cole, 
1990; Rogoff, 1990; Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 1985). Thus, causal and purposive 
psychologies hold very different stances about how to understand human behaviour. The 
foundation upon which their differences rest involves the use of guiding metaphors that 
shape distinct world views. 

World Views of The Two Traditions 

The world view notion is taken from Pepper's (1942) classic work involving the root 
metaphor method, which is based on the idea that human beings tend to frame their 
understandings in metaphoric ways. For example, someone who sees the mind as a 
machine is apt to make comments such as the following: 

"My mind is just not operating today." 

"I'm a little rusty on that right now." 

"I'm running out of steam." 

However, someone who perceives the mind as a brittle object is more likely to say: 

"He has a very fragile ego." 

"The experience shattered me." 

"She cracked up." 



According to Pepper, once a metaphor has served to make sense of an event, it tends to 
become submerged, to appear as a genuine entity, and to become reified. Those who come 
to understand events through a particular metaphor may cease to become aware of the 
metaphor itself. In Pepper's analysis, the world views of philosophers belong to six classes: 
animism, mysticism, formism, mechanism, contextualism, and organicism. He rejected the 
first two classes, animism and mysticism, as being insufficiently developed in scope. 

Formism, often called "realism" or "Platonic idealism" stresses the organization of the world 
according to similarities and differences among entities. This world view is associated with 
Plato, Aristotle, and the scholastics and, among psychologists, with personality trait theorists 
and Gordon Allport. Mechanism, currently the dominant western view, understands 
phenomena as machines, whether as levers, dynamos, telephone switch boards, or 
computers. This world view is concerned with the transmittal of forces and with cause and 
effect relationships. Mechanism is also called "naturalism", "materialism", or (by some) 
"realism" and is associated with persons such as Galileo, Descartes, and Hume. In 
psychology, this view has been adopted by all forms of behaviourism and most versions of 
cognitive science. Contextualism, often called "pragmatism", has adopted the root metaphor 
of the historic event, which is to be understood as an alive, dynamic, and dramatic act 
characterized by change and novelty. This perspective is associated with Peirce, James, 
and Dewey and, in psychology, by cultural psychologists such as Jerome Bruner and 
Barbara Rogoff. Finally, organicism, commonly called "absolute (or objective) idealism", 
views the world as an organism rather than a machine. Here one is concerned with 
understanding parts as operating within wholes. Followers have included Hegel and Royce 
and, in psychology, Abraham Maslow, Carl Rogers, and Kurt Goldstein. 

Pepper made several further distinctions in his analysis. On the one hand, he described 
formism and mechanism as analytical theories for which the basic data consist of elements 
or factors. On the other hand, he represented contextualism and organicism as synthetic 
theories for which the basic data are complexes or contexts. In addition, Pepper considered 
formism and contextualism to be dispersive theories with an inadequacy of precision, and 
mechanism and organicism to be integrative theories with an inadequacy of scope. He 
considered a number of ways in which the different world views complement or contradict 
one another. However, he concluded that mechanism was the stronger analytical and 
integrative theory and that contextualism was the stronger synthetic and dispersive theory. 
Thus, the two traditions of psychology will be discussed from the perspective of the world 
views of mechanism and contextualism. 

Mechanism 

As indicated above, the machine is the root metaphor for the world view of mechanism. A 
variety of specific machines have been, and presumably will be, adopted by those endorsing 
mechanism. Examples include steam engines, door bells, telephone switchboards, 
thermostats, and of course computers. Mainstream educational psychology embraces 
mechanism and uses the terminology and analogy of computers. For example, as 
summarized by Gardner (1985), the following three assumptions are central to cognitive 
science: (a) mental representations exist and function on a level of analysis wholly separate 
from biological and neurological factors on one hand and from sociological and cultural 
influences on the other, (b) the study of cognition should strip away such diffuse factors as 
emotion, culture, and situational context, and © the computer provides the most viable 
model of how the human mind functions. 

 

 



Contextualism 

The root metaphor for contextualism (see Gillespie, 1992) is the historic event, of which an 
example is the dramatic plot. Contextualism is the main perspective of cultural psychologists 
such as Lev Vygotsky and Jerome Bruner. The theory of learning and cognition that is 
supported by contextualism may be termed social or cultural constructivism (e.g., Lave, 
1988; Rogoff, 1990) which recognizes the central and critical impact on cognition of the 
cultural groups of which one is a part. Instead of seeking abstract general laws, the scientific 
goal of contextualism is to understand the intentional behaviours, or actions, engaged in by 
the persons involved. The focus on intention and purpose underlies the importance given to 
meaning in understanding human cognition, although the interface between the individual 
and the enveloping culture and context is also emphasized. In this perspective, cognition 
becomes an interactive, ongoing, and ever-changing activity in which the individual both 
shapes and is shaped by the environmental surround. 

Thus, the two primary traditions in psychology and educational psychology are characterized 
by strong defining root metaphors that lead to different world views and to resulting 
substantial differences in languages, metaphors, questions needing answers, means of 
inquiry, and interpretations of life events. In the next sections, I will address the issue of 
representation and meaning before examining the specific example of research on memory. 

Representation and Meaning 

Two major related issues in both theoretical and applied psychology are how world events 
are represented in the human mind or brain and how meaning is derived from these 
representations to guide action. Both causal and purposive psychologies agree that humans 
never know the physical world directly or completely, as all contact with external 
environments is mediated by sensory systems that are limited in both nature and scope. 
Both psychologies also agree that representations may have no resemblance to the things 
they represent. However, the two psychologies differ on the form or substance of what is 
represented inside the head, the role of external factors on representations, and the nature 
of the meaning created from representations. 

To begin with representation, two main theses underlie the causal perspective based on the 
world view of mechanism: (a) the world is represented in the mind by symbols that are 
physical in some neuronal or biochemical way, and (b) these symbols are manipulated 
according to specific algorithms. The resulting higher order mental representations are 
semantically related to the external world in determinate relationships that are generalizable 
beyond the situation in which they were created. Processes of symbol formation are inside-
the-head phenomena. 

For purposive psychology and the world view of contextualism, representation also occurs 
through symbols. However, symbol formation and use are taken here as a metaphor for the 
attending conceptual, rather than physical or biochemical, processes that are linked 
inseparably with intentions, meanings, and immediate cultural contexts. For example, 
although the letter "A" may be registered in one physical form or another within the brain or 
elsewhere, the purposive psychologist is much more concerned with what that letter means 
to the individual given an existing dynamic cultural setting involving both mind and body. In 
contrast to the causal psychologist, the purposive psychologist argues that the everyday 
knowledge that we need to survive is embodied in nonpropositional form (e.g., Dreyfus, 
1995; Edelman, 1992) and that symbol formation is heavily dependent on external 
influences. 



Although meaning may be understood in a variety of ways, two main orientations to the 
concept are commonly applied. The first sense of meaning is the more formal, objective, 
abstract approach based in logic that was adopted by most British and American 
philosophers of the early twentieth century and, later on, by mainstream educational 
psychology. The objective in this approach is to develop or discover abstract sets of formal 
operations so as to establish objective (i.e., non-personal) meanings of decontextualized 
sentences or propositions. 

The second sense of meaning is the more informal, subjective, and contextually-based 
approach linked to human activities and totally unrelated to formal "truth" and "reference" 
(Santambroglio & Violi, 1988). This view is favoured by cultural psychologists who wish to 
place meaning in the context of human capacities and functions. The latter elements include 
such factors as group goals, communicative intents, idiosyncratic perspectives, and cultural 
conventions. In this view, meanings are derived from lived experiences and are located in 
the situational context and the body at least as much as in the head. 

The Example of Memory 

For over a century, the study of memory has been a cornerstone of research in educational 
psychology. Almost all this work has been based on the causal perspective. However, to 
illustrate the human capacity to derive meaning from ongoing situations, let us turn to the 
paradigm often used in psychological investigations: the testing of simple verbal sentences 
in closely controlled experiments. In their classic experiment, Bransford and Franks (1971) 
had subjects listen and then respond to a series of acquisition sentences referring to four 
different events. Sample sentences on one of the events, with the question to be answered a 
five-count later in parentheses, were: "The girl broke the window on the porch" (Broke 
what?), "The girl who lives next door broke the window on the porch" (Lives where?), "The 
girl lives next door" (Who does?), "The girl who lives next door broke the large window" 
(Broke what?), and "The window was large" (What was?). 

Following the acquisition set of questions, the recognition set of sentences was read to the 
subjects who were then asked to judge whether they had heard each sentence before and to 
give a confidence rating to their judgment. In their responses, they tended to report that they 
had heard such new sentences as: "The girl who lives next door broke the large window on 
the porch". However, they rejected with certainty sentences which mixed two of the events, 
such as "The scared cat running from the barking dog broke the window", or which included 
a new arbitrary fact such as "The tall girl who lives next door broke the window". This and 
similar experiments demonstrate convincingly that humans listen or read past the specific 
words in order to construct the meaning of the event being described. Rather than put an 
excessive and unnecessary load on memory capacities by rote learning a string of symbols, 
humans infer the overall gist and meaning of the situation being described. 

This interpretation of memory stands in sharp contrast to the usual approach to studying 
memory and its mechanisms. In the usual model adopted by causal psychology, controlled 
experiments in psychological laboratories create contrived situations in which discrete, 
presumably-novel items disconnected from everyday contexts of use must be learned by a 
particular kind of subject: verbally fluent university undergraduate students who are 
motivated by course credits to participate in the research. The target materials consist 
mainly of words, word fragments, and delineated random relationships among the items. 
These essentially disconnected items are presented under rigid time constraints to the 
subjects who must later recall or recognize the materials under other clearly-specified 
conditions of experimental control. The resulting data provide snapshots of what the subjects 
can recall or recognize under the various conditions at differing test and retest time intervals. 



Under these circumstances, different kinds of stimulus items presented under altered test 
conditions produce varying amounts of remembered material. To explain their results, 
researchers have postulated a dizzying array of memory systems each with its own 
distinctive characteristics. Accordingly, the verbal memory literature reports such structures 
and processes as: short-term, intermediate-term, and long-term memory (i.e., retention over 
varying time intervals); short-term and long-term stores (i.e., hypothetical temporary and 
permanent memory systems); primary and secondary memory; Type I and Type II 
processing; short-term and long-term working memories; conceptual short-term memory; 
memory registration, storage, and retrieval; sensory registers; precategorical acoustic store; 
rehearsal buffer; episodic and semantic memory; implicit and explicit memory; procedural 
and declarative memory; verbal and imaginal memory; and various associations among 
several of these constructs. 

This standard approach to memory is restrictive in a number of ways as research questions 
and issues have been confined to certain verbal materials that lend themselves to the 
experimental procedures just described. Hence, these studies have not given attention to 
such topics as bodily concomitants of verbal presentation, motivational or emotional 
influences, social considerations, complementary senses such as touch and smell, the ability 
to learn from novel experiences, and individual or shared meanings of the test materials 
(e.g., Frijda, 1988; Johnson, 1987; Rime & Schiaratura, 1991; Verdonik, 1988). A more 
troubling issue involves the extent to which the hypothesized memory structures are 
primarily artifacts of the experimental situation. Perhaps one safe conclusion to be made at 
this point is that, although much is now known about verbal memory in certain structured 
situations, much remains to be learned about memory elsewhere. 

The rather limited perspective of much mainstream research on verbal memory and the 
tendency to continue generating ever more structures to account for divergent findings has 
drawn comment and concern from a number of prominent members within the research 
community (e.g., Chorover, 1990; Kinsbourne, 1989; Perlmutter, 1988). However, about a 
quarter of a century ago, Jenkins (1974) went directly to the conceptual heart of 
psychological inquiry to register his disquiet. In his statement, Jenkins used his and others' 
research to support a compelling argument that the epistemological foundations of memory 
research should change from associationism, a version of mechanism as outlined 
previously, to contextualism. To underline the lessons that he had learned from the data, he 
appealed to three types of experiments that he and his colleagues had conducted over 
several years. First, his free-recall studies showed the importance of comprehension in 
determining the quality, or meaning, of an event. Second, his event-recognition experiments 
demonstrated that contiguity in time was not important and that subjects engaged very 
differently with related and unrelated items. Finally, his work on information integration linked 
the first two sets of studies and showed how subjects' varying dispositions toward the test 
materials produced radical changes in recall and recognition. 

Jenkins drew a number of conclusions from his research, including: (a) what memory is 
depends on the physical and psychological context of the event experienced; what memory 
is not is a box in a flow diagram, (b) there is no one final set of units or relationships to be 
established by an event, © subjects recall the meaning of the events they have experienced, 
not the stimuli to which they have been exposed, and (d) memory cannot be understood 
without also dealing with all the other events that contribute to the construction of events, 
such as instructions, perception, comprehension, and perceived purpose. However, despite 
the clarity and strength of his data and reasoning, Jenkins' arguments raised barely a ripple 
in the mainstream of memory research. 

However, Jenkins' attempt to understand memory from a meaning-making perspective was 
preceded by the work of Bartlett (1932) more than 40 years previously. Of course, Bartlett's 



era preceded that of cognitive science but his contextualist position stood in sharp relief 
against the then-dominant causal psychology of behaviourism. Yet his views are remarkably 
similar to Jenkins' as he reacted to the nonsense syllable work of one of psychology's 
pioneers in the following manner: 

So far as the stimulus side of his method goes, [Hermann] Ebbinghaus's work 
is open to the following criticisms: (a) It is impossible to rid stimuli of meaning 
so long as they remain capable of arousing any human response. (b) The 
effort to do this creates an atmosphere of artificiality for all memory 
experiments, making them rather a study of the establishment and 
maintenance of repetition habits. © To make the explanation of the variety of 
recall responses depend mainly upon variations of stimuli and of their order, 
frequency and mode of presentation, is to ignore dangerously those equally 
important conditions of response which belong to the subjective attitude and 
to predetermined reaction tendencies. (p. 4) 

Elsewhere, Bartlett commented on the dynamic nature of memory: "nobody who reflects 
upon how variously determined are the processes and content of perception will be prone to 
give a careless allegiance to the theory of lifeless, fixed and unchangeable memory traces" 
(p. 33). 

As was the case for Jenkins in the 1970s, Bartlett's purposive perspective did not fit within 
causal approaches and therefore was not pursued at the time. However, with the wider 
academic community's sharpened interests over the past 20 years in contextual and cultural 
influences on human cognition, there has been an accompanying decline in the influence of 
traditional conceptions of memory as a within-the-head phenomenon composed of discrete 
items to be manipulated and altered by various discrete cognitive mechanisms. Memory is 
more apt to be seen from several perspectives, in line with Munsterberg's belief from 1914 
that such phenomena should be understood from both causal and purposive perspectives. 

The example of memory has been pursued in some depth to illustrate the influences that 
different perspectives have on conceptualizing and examining a psychological topic. A 
further illustration will be considered briefly: in the well-known study conducted by Nickerson 
and Adams (1979) in which American subjects performed very poorly when asked to draw 
both sides of an American penny, causal psychologists expressed dismay at the low level of 
memory registered. However, purposive or semiotic psychologists believe that this concern 
is misguided and are more apt to reflect on what it is about the situation that produces such 
poor memory when these same subjects knew very well the function and power of their 
penny. The latter are apt to conclude that the sign of the penny is intrinsically tied to 
meanings concerned far more with biological and cultural survival than with specifics of 
some surface etchings. In the same way, a variety of similar investigations in educational 
psychology have resulted in results and conclusions that miss the point of living and learning 
in context. Thus, let us examine more directly some consequences of adopting a semiotic 
perspective in educational inquiry. 

Implications of Taking the Semiotic Turn in Education 

Thus far in the paper the two major world views underlying research in educational 
psychology have been sketched, with the lesser-known world view of contextualism serving 
as the grounding for the cultural psychological and semiotic perspective. In this final section, 
implications for adopting a semiotic approach to educational research and teaching will be 
summarized. 



Five implications for educational practice are presented from the stance that human 
development is dependent on meaning-making that results from using the signs of one's 
culture. Although these implications may resemble those drawn from other quarters, they are 
presented here from a semiotic viewpoint and often admit wider ranges of experiences as 
legitimate forms of learning. For example, forms of apprenticeship, vicarious learning, and 
listening to the wisdom of elders are considered just as valuable for learning as are formal 
school exercises. Because learning is used below in the sense of meaningful learning, the 
terms learning, meaning, and meaning-making will be used synonymously. 

Recognize that Meaning is Cultural and Contextual 

The semiotic view acknowledges that all learning or meaning is acquired in specific contexts. 
The relevant contexts are both cultural and situational in nature and involve such factors as 
who, when, where, what, and why. Meanings derived from particular situations result in 
mental or bodily representations of some kind that may or may not be reflected in simplistic 
measures of performance. This point is a general one but is particularly salient when 
intelligence testing, for example, is being considered (e.g., McClelland, 1973). 

Even within a specific cultural community, the context of learning is critical. The contextual 
basis of learning has been justified well by Brown, Collins, and Duguid (1989). In addition, 
Rogoff (1984) contended that contextual factors play a critical role in cognitive activities and 
that, even at a lower conceptual level, "skills are not employed independently of the context 
in which a problem is embedded" (Rogoff, 1984, p. 6). The tendency to overvalue 
disembedded intellectual skills has resulted in misleading theorizing and poor judgements 
about the range of childrens' cognitive capabilities (Donaldson, 1979). Thus, instructional 
managers should be acutely aware of contextual specificity and the limited generality of 
much of their lessons' contents. 

  

Acknowledge the Central Role of Group Endeavors in Meaning-Making 

The recognition that meaning is contextual is only part, and maybe just a minor part, of the 
full story. The making of meaning is also guided by broader cultural agendas and supported 
by a variety of cultural signs which may be either explicit or implicit in nature. Despite the 
emphasis placed on individualism by western formal schooling, persons are not islands unto 
themselves. Students belong to many other environments besides school, they are 
significant constructors of their own environments (Scarr, 1992), and they are most 
influenced by enduring factors such as parents (Clarke & Clarke, 1989). In school, teachers 
should recognize the value of cooperative learning among peers with the realization that 
knowledge is social, negotiated, and distributed. 

Roschelle and Clancey (1992) have provided a useful perspective on the teaching and 
learning of physics that deserves consideration in other quarters. These authors described a 
constructivist approach to knowledge that focuses on how representations are created, 
given meaning, and used in a particular social environment. Instead of being given abstract 
formalisms in physics, students worked together to understand phenomena of which they 
were a part. In addition, Roschelle and Clancey recommended that beginning physics 
students should first learn to negotiate meaning using concrete manipulable objects because 
they lack a shared technical vocabulary that permits them to talk abstractly about the topic at 
hand. Others (e.g., Farr, 1981) have pointed out that the human mind emerges in interaction 
with others and that self-awareness is grounded in social experience. 



Social influences operate in other dimensions as well. For example, when they compare 
themselves with others, learners are very aware of their own strengths and weaknesses. 
Thus, educators should remember that all strengths and weaknesses are culturally relative. 
Alone, one is neither abled nor disabled (McDermott & Varenne, 1995) and the human 
talents chosen to be labelled in this way are culturally-specified. Social interaction also 
involves the emotions, a central element of most learning and remembering. Finally, the 
focus on social groups underlines the important role of external memory and resources in 
everyday and workworld living. Here there is a borrowing and sharing of others' knowledge 
to fashion products that no one person would have created alone. Although traditional 
western schooling views learning as essentially private and individual, the involvement of 
social groups reminds us that meaning-making is based on public and collective 
perspectives where cooperation and sharing with others are central elements of human 
development. 

Provide a Variety of Tasks For a Variety of Domains 

Abundant research on human capacities over the past 30 years has underscored the finding 
that humans possess an array of quasi-independent ability systems nearly all of which are in 
constant interplay among themselves and with the surrounding sociocultural environment. 
Although formal schooling emphasizes the 3 R's, students must become capable in the sign 
systems of multiple abilities, or intelligences (Gardner, 1983), if they are to be fully 
competent in the wider society outside school. In this spirit, Gardner (1983) proclaimed that 
"the introduction and mastering of symbolic systems is . . . . a major burden of childhood and 
might even be regarded as the principal mission of modern educational systems" (p. 302). 

Conceptualizing human ability systems and their associated sign systems offers the 
possibility of representing the same meaning within several different sign systems. For 
example, learners with few linguistic strengths might be encouraged to perform first in 
musical, spatial, or bodilyƒkinesthetic realms before attempting to represent the parallel 
meaning through language. 

The process of moving from one sign system to another has been termed "transmediation" 
(Siegel, 1995) and should comprise an important set of objectives for classroom tasks. This 
procedure was used by Griss (1994), who reported the use of creative movement as a 
means of teaching topics in such diverse areas as science, math, literature, and social 
studies. Alternatively, students can be allowed to present their work in a non-typical format. 
For example, Lee (1994) permitted a graduate student to use dance in order to address the 
concepts of consultation and collaboration. Lee wrote, "But I didn't want to know how 'smart' 
Janet was according to some predetermined standard; I wanted to know how Janet was 
smart" (p. 83). 

From the foregoing discussion, it follows that teachers should use their instruction to involve 
students in some manner of authentic use instead of focusing only on abstract and 
decontextualized disciplinary assertions. More technically, this means incorporating the 
pragmatic aspects of material to be learned in addition to its syntactic and semantic features 
(Smith, 1992). For example, a science teacher might assign (or, even better, have students 
create) a project that represents what scientists actually do instead of focusing on textbook 
problems with single right answers. This emphasis seems particularly appropriate for those 
individuals who will never do well on the usual academic fare and who will not continue on to 
employment or higher education where only those attributes are prized. Both Scarr (1992) 
and Roschelle and Clancey (1992) would endorse the provision of many kinds of diverse 
experiences in school. This stance should not rule out tasks developed from neo-Piagetian 
or other conceptions of development (cf., McKeough, 1991) so long as some students may 
benefit from them. 



Teach for Understanding 

A major implication for educational practice that follows from the dynamic and continuous 
processes of learning is to teach for understanding. This is not a novel recommendation. 
However, the still-dominant view asserts that learning consists of hierarchical skills which 
must be bundled into easily consumed packages for students who happen to be passing 
through one developmental stage or another. Teaching for understanding acknowledges the 
multidirectional nature of learning and the meaning-making which must be achieved by all 
learners, including the teacher. However, knowledge that the average American teacher 
reads just one book a year (Gardner, 1991) cannot be encouraging news for teachers trying 
to teach for understanding. 

Through his writings and his association with the Teaching for Understanding Project at 
Harvard, Gardner (1991) has been active in calling for an educational approach that 
supports the development of understanding in children. Several assumptions follow from this 
perspective on learning: (a) multiple perspectives on a task are advocated, (b) both 
individual and group activities are used, © different classroom roles are assumed by both 
students and teacher, with the latter modeling continuous learning, (d) subject matter is 
related directly to students' lives and engages them actively in meaningful contexts, (e) 
process and continuous self-assessment rather than product alone are emphasized, and (f) 
the ideas of students are taken seriously and honestly attended to. 

These principles and relevant programs are now beginning to appear in a variety of schools. 
Clearly, the relevant classrooms function differently when these assumptions are adopted. 
According to Wiske (1994), "teaching for understanding requires open, explicit negotiation 
about what knowledge is, how it is developed and defended, whose knowledge counts, and 
how knowledge is assessed" (p. 19). Nelson (1994) demonstrated how students as young as 
first graders are able to create their own curriculum together with associated activities that 
best suit their present capabilities. Haas and LoPresto (1994) reported on a project in which 
students explain the solutions to complex mathematical problems before a panel of judges. 
All of these efforts support students' development of competency in assorted cultural signs 
by providing authentic tasks that they make meaningful. 

Several other implications for education in the semiotic perspective follow from a focus on 
meaning making and understanding. Firstly, it is important to avoid the limitations of the 
"disciplinary ditch." Although teachers tend to promote culturally approved views of their 
disciplines, especially at the secondary and post-secondary school levels (cf., Roschelle & 
Clancey, 1992), students should be encouraged to comprehend the many interconnections 
among disciplines and to use those linkages to enhance their own meaning making. 

Secondly, educators should realize that learning is not based on hierarchies. Instead, 
learning is sufficiently complex to be multidirectional and multifaceted in all but the most 
simple of tasks. As is the case for our brain areas, everything is connected to everything 
else. There is no reason to assume that learning one fact is necessary to learn another (e.g., 
Phillips & Kelly, 1975) or that there is a single royal road to meaning and development. 

Thirdly, curriculum is not a rigid body of fixed knowledge. Instead, curriculum should be 
recognized as evolving constantly within the culture or, even, as culture-in-the-making. 
Further, curriculum is constantly being negotiated within classrooms by teachers and 
students. It has been known for some time that curriculum approved at the government level 
takes very different forms once it is inside the classroom. Thus, the "same" curriculum may 
be represented as curriculum as approved, curriculum as taught, and curriculum as caught. 



Finally, teachers and students should accept the fact that there are multiple perspectives on 
truth and reality. Although cultures tend to develop and favour their own perspectives on the 
same phenomena, a prism has many facets. Teachers should be encouraged to be open to 
a variety of perspectives in order to encourage the making of multiple meanings in their 
classrooms. In turn, this process should support the maximum development of human 
cognitive capacities. 

Acknowledge Individual Interests and Strengths 

With awareness of the assumptions that individuals make their own environments (Scarr, 
1992), that individuals possess an array of unique strengths (Gardner, 1983), and that 
development occurs in sociocultural settings (e.g., Brown et al., 1989; Bruner, 1990), it 
follows that teachers should acknowledge and be ready to capitalize on the special talents of 
their students. Thus, learners should be encouraged to make meaning within their preferred 
or stronger sign systems. However, it should be emphasized that what is being advocated 
here is not a reincarnation of the individualized instruction movement that was popular 
during the 1970s. The guiding assumptions of individualized instruction did not include 
student meaning-making. 

Although distinct interests may be associated with particular ages (cf., Gardner, 1983), 
individuals vary widely in terms of their previous experiences and readiness to learn from 
fixed curriculum packages. The often-cited expression "start where the child is" still holds. 
Standard IQ testing should be devalued in favour of the creation of portfolios and other 
forms of authentic assessment. Teachers should respect students as thinkers and learners 
even when school tasks are difficult for them (Donaldson, 1979). 

To conclude, educators who pay attention to the foregoing suggestions should enhance 
learners' abilities, whatever their cultural backgrounds, to become competent in assorted 
signs of the surrounding cultures. Educational psychologists conducting research using the 
semiotic perspective should be ready to base their inquiries on a case by case, rather than 
whole-group, basis and to focus on contextually-tied meanings and understandings rather 
than on discrete decontextualized performances. In this way, new understandings based on 
the purposive perspective can be used to balance those drawn from still-dominant causal 
psychology. 
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