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1) What is the main advantage of apprenticeship? 

In their paper, “Situated Cognition and the Culture of Learning,” Brown, Collins, & Duguid site the learning best happens in an authentic cultural context that allows for social interaction (narratives and conversations) and collaborative learning (collective problem solving, assuming of multiple roles by participants, confronting ineffective strategies and misconceptions, and collaborative work skills). They assert and outline that learning in schools could be a form of cognitive apprenticeship which entails the social construction of knowledge. 

The authors purport that apprenticeship or ‘cognitive apprenticeship’ stressing social interaction and collaborative learning can more easily accommodate conceptual change among students on their learning progression. They see from various ethnographic studies of apprenticeships in communities of practice, how ‘just plain folks’ learn ordinarily, and educational research that apprenticeships have an effective scaffolded learning progression (‘sense-making or schema-building pursuit’) beginning with embedded authentic tasks to more generalized application of acquired and developed knowledge/skill/tool. The salient differences are that in apprenticeship the students are actively and socially participating in contrast to traditional teaching of declarative transmission of knowledge to passive recipients in a conventional school setting. 

The craft apprenticeship model has been rather successful through the ages and they see its salient features vital to improving the state of learning in the traditional classroom. Learning domains should be taught more like ‘cultures of practice’ or trades where the ‘students’ are gradually enculturating the nature of learning in context-dependent situations or problems/tasks where they can bring the native conceptions to bear, hone them, and then eventually apply them in novel ways or domains as they become more fully-fledged members of that community of practice. 

2) What can teachers take from apprenticeship to apply to their own classes? 

I always felt in the concrete domain of teaching biology that the teacher best serves students as facilitator of learning-enabling them to bring their preconceptions to new knowledge and through discourse and active hands-on inquiry confront their conceptions and modify (if necessary) and build upon them to greater depth and sophistication. 

As a middle school teacher the students strongly desire, or I would even offer, essentially need, active participation in their learning endeavors. However, the learning context should not be a contrived but as authentic as possible perhaps best served by problem-solving and inquiry-based pedagogical strategies. This cognitive apprenticeship (situated cognition theory of learning) requires embedded activities which entail social discourse and collaborative work. Teachers and professional guest presenters should share their narratives or practice and experience and students should be called on to explain what they are learning in conversations and not just merely the lab report so that feedback from all participants can be assimilated and reflected upon. 

Currently, I am, through various activities and discussions, enculturating students into the field of biology. For example, I introduce through concrete experience and personal a priori knowledge, what characteristics do all the diversity of organisms share in common and how could that be studied (what questions can/should be asked, what tools, what methodologies, etc.) So we study live animals and plants and preserved specimens, eventually, they will study life on the cellular scale which is very abstract but can be made more accessible by the laboratory activities and model building and discussing the practical use of such knowledge such as stem cell therapy etc. 

In conclusion, the ‘situated learning’ theories have inspired me to give the students authentic learning experiences whenever possible and instill in them that they belong to a real culture of practicing scientists.

