Tuesday 3 February 2009, 2:00-3:00 pm

Nicola Wood
Researcher, Sheffield Hallam University
Distance learning and tacit skills
My research primarily addresses the problems of mastering craft skills in a distance learning environment. I am a multimedia designer and have undertaken an extensive programme of research over more than 6 years to explore the methods that designers might adopt to elicit such expert knowledge and embed it into materials that would support skills learning.

This might be seen as a problem to be investigated by educators. However there is relatively little literature that shows education theorists engaging with the problems of learning this kind of practical, tacit knowledge. A further difficulty is that, apart from understanding how learners might be supported, we need to understand what must be learned, and there is little formal knowledge to be found that provides such understanding for the huge variety of craft skills around us. 

This research has engaged simultaneously with the two problems of what is to be learned and how it will be learned. It brings together experienced practitioners, learners and designer in hybrid activities that provide an arena for generating understanding of skilled practice, embodied in learning materials rather than stated explicitly in formal conclusions.

An interesting outcome from the project, which exceeded expectations, was having several learners using techniques that they had never experienced before to produce high quality work, supported purely by online learning materials. It had initially been envisaged that learners would also need some direct contact with an experienced practitioner. 

A key factor to this success was an existing online community which was primarily used to recruit the learners; a group of well-motivated, mature, amateur craftsmen. However, it also importantly provided the learners with an outlet to share relevant experience and expertise. It seems likely that the model of teaching and learning offered by such informal online communities could potentially inform the design of learning resources within more formal educational environments.

A public version of our demonstration project can be seen here http://foldingknives.designinquiry.wikispaces.net/
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