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Introduction

In the preparation of a volume such as this there is always for me the sense that | am giving up on the
content. The flaws in the material are there for all to see, and while no doubt a few years of additional
research and writing would immeasurably improve the work, other matters and other issues press me
for time, until, inevitably, there is nothing left o but to tie the collection together and send it forth.

Someof my most popular work is in this collection. From the outset, what | sought to do was to combine
some of my most useful work for learnersny guides to learning and blogging, for exampieith my

less formal works on education. The effort here is to present a case for a type of learning by producing a
volume that is also an instance of that learning, and that has as its subject the content of that learning.

It is hardg or should be hard to tell where the material addressed to learners ends and where the
material addressed to teachers begins. The subject of this work is, first and foremost, thinking and
learning, and it is this subject that ought to interest most both teachers and leartfieve can see that
learning and reasoning are part and parcel of the same activity, and tisatritactivity, then, i think,
the most elusive aspect of education has been overcome, and learning can begin.

This is not an academic work. Goodness knowsatbrld needs one, if only to address these issues to
academics, who might not read them otherwise, but | am not the person to write such a work. For me,
writing ¢ far from the finely honed craft of the technician and the artiggs most akin to breathig,
something | do in the course of every day, without too much regard to whether | get it right, the
purpose being primarily to interact with the world rather than erect some edifice to seek homage from
it. This work is fast, it is loose, it works at aradries themes rather than pronouncing on them, it is
colloquial, it is rooted in practice and pragmatism far more than theory, and it has no doubt all been
written before by someone who should receive far more credit than I.

The most praising and damninigiig that can be said of this work is that it is composed of blog posts.
That is not strictly true; there are some transcripts from some of my talks as wbllt it's close

enough to true to be worth mentioning. It can be argued, on the one hand, tleablibg post lacks the
careful reflection and precision of an academic work. On the other hand, from my perspective, such
reflection and precision are fictions in and of themselves. No less care is taken in the writing of these
posts, but it is a care ofdifferent sort, a care that attends much more to genuine voice and authentic
experience than to methodological rigor and (pseydoientific objectivity.

Taken together, these posts represent a treatise, an approach to thinking and learning, and itkhay la
careful definition statement, summarization of canonical literature, and body of evidence in test
subjects and student surveys, that is part of the thesis, that a r@angkready critical stance and

practical application in a sea of conflicting datalahanging technologidsthe best, most appropriate,
and only route to an understanding of this (or any other) science.
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These are not carefully prepared treatises authored byatneutteaching and learning, they are

examples of me, working with the Betools | haveengagedn teaching and learning. | am not arguing

or explaining, | am not describing, | @®monstrating You are not intended to read these articles with

the idea that they are objective statements of fact, but as an eep)deingtol2 ¥ a2Y S8y S Sf asSQ
experiences.

Second Edition: May 20, 2012

Ly GKAa aSO2yR FRRAGAZ2Y L KI@S FRRSR (KS LJ LISNI Wi
the formatting for the ePub versiohalso removedPree Learning and Caomoll Learningas it does®
really fitwith this collection and belorggmore properly in€onnectivism and Connectiaowledg®
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The Purpose of Learning

Submitted as my contribution f@urpos/ed

For me, an education was not a given. Yes, | was born and raised in one of the richest nations in the
world, a country where schooling is not merely available, but required, and yet my education was still
not a given. | rebelled early, and then had to scratch and claw my way through four high schools and
three colleges biere finally getting a degree.

Would I do it again? Absolutely. The same way? I'm not-stiveould depend on what options are
available | didn't have many choices. | took what | could get. | paid for it with promises and 10Us. And |
never did quite finish my PhD. Almost everything the education system stood for, | opposed. And in
many ways, | made my own education, spending at leastuhrtime learning outside the formal

system as within.

It's ironic that what ultimately led me away from my studies was the experience of standing in front of
students, mostly adult and disadvantaged, teaching in northern Alberta. This wasn't planroidt $eli

out to 'do community work' or any such thing; that's a luxury allowed people who had more financial
freedom than I. But it was immensely rewarding, not the least because | could see my face among the
students in those classes, and | knew exactiaw was trying to provide for them.

It's hard to state what that is without becoming a bit hackneyed, but there's truth in every cliché. With
the basic tools of literacy, critical literacy and reasoning skills, combined with a whole dose of self
confiderce, these students had at least a chance to make something of their lives, to shape their own
futures, to be something more than flotsam in the currents of social change and disorder.

It's no magic pill, and it's altogether too little for both those peopla have to struggle out of poverty

just to get their foot in the door, and those born out of affluence who have no comprehension of the
work required to become a person of strong character andaetérmination. Yet in the right meter,

and in combinatiao with the right experiences, an education is sufficient to lift a person into a life ef self
awareness and reflection. It is the great liberator, and even should an educated person never rise out of
poverty, that person will never again be poor.

John Stug Mill said that the principle of liberty is the right of each person to pursue their own good, in
their own way. But he never intended this right to be given only to a nation of sheep, and he understood
that the highest principle of liberty was in faabth the right and capacity to actually define one's good,

to freely chose one's ambition and purpose in life, and to enact the means and mechanisms to carry it
out. Freedom is not merely the absence of restraint, but the right to live meaningfully.

An eduated population is probably the least governable, the most likely to rebel, the most stubborn
and the most critical. But it is a population capable of the most extraordinary things, because each
person strides purposefully forward, and of their own volititogether, they seek a common destiny.


http://purposed.org.uk/
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Things You Really Need To Learn

Guy Kawasaki last wegkote an item describing 'ten things you should learn #gsool year' in which
readers were advised to learn how to write five sentence emails, create powerpoint slides, and survive
boring meetings. It was, to my view, advice on how to be a business toady. My view is that people are
worth more than that, that feasing your boss should be the least of your concerns, and that genuine
learning means something more than how to succeed in a business environment.

But what should you learn? Your school will try to teach you facts, which you'll need to pass the test but
which are otherwise useless. In passing you may learn some useful skills, like literacy, which you should
cultivate. But Guy Kawasaki is right in at least this: schools won't teach you the thingsaijpneed to

learn in order to be successful, eitharbusiness (whether or not you choose to live life as a toady) or in
life.

Here, then, is my list. This is, in my view, what you need to learn in order to be successful. Moreover, it
is something you can start to leatinis year no matter what grade yote in, no matter how old you are.

| could obviously write much more on each of these topics. But take this as a starting point, follow the
suggestions, and learn the rest for yourself. And to educators, | ask, if you are not teaching these things
in your dasses, why are you not?

1. How to predict consequences

The most common utterance at the scene of a disaster is, "I never thought..." The fact is, most people
are very bad at predicting consequences, and schools never seem to think to teach them how to
improve.

The prediction of consequences is part science, part mathematics, and part visualization. It is essentially
the ability to create a mental model imaging the sequence of events that would follow, "what would
likely happen if...?"

The danger in suchtsations is focusing on what you want to happen rather than what might happen
instead. When preparing to jump across a gap, for example, you may visualize yourself landing on the
other side. This is good; it leads to successful jumping. But you neea alsualizenot landing on the

other side. What would happen then? Have you egentemplatedthe likely outcome of a 40 meter

fall?

This is where the math and science come in. You need to compare the current situation with your past
experience and calcukathe probabilities of different outcomes. If, for example, you are looking at a 5
meter gap, you should be asking, "How many times have | successfully jumped 5 meters? How many
times have | failed?" If you don't know, you should know enough to attentgstgump over level

ground.


http://blog.guykawasaki.com/2006/08/ten_things_to_l.html
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People don't think ahead. But while you are in school, you should always be taking the opportunity to
ask yourself, "what will happen next?" Watch situations and interactions unfold in the environment
around you and try to preadt the outcome. Write down or blog your predictions. With practice, you will
become expert at predicting consequences.

Even more interestingly, over time, you will begin to observe patterns and generalities, things that make
consequences even easier toegict. Things fall, for example. Glass breaks. People get mad when you
insult them. Hot things will be dropped. Dogs sometimes bite. The bus (or train) is sometimes late.
These sorts of generalizationsften known as ‘common sensewill help you avoidinexpected, and
sometimes damaging, consequences.

2. How to read

Oddly, by this | do not mean 'literacy" in the traditional sense, but rather, how to look at some text and
to understand in a deep way, what is being asserted (this also applies to audieiden, but grounding
yourself in text will transfer relatively easily, if incompletely, to other domains).

The four major types of writing are: description, argument, explanation and definitloae written
about these elsewhereYou should learn to recognize these different types of writing by learning to
watch forindicatorsor keywords.

Then, you should learn how sentences are joined together to form themstgf writing. For example,

an argument will have two major parts, a premise and a conclusion. The conclusion is the point the
author is trying to make, and it should be identified with an indicator (such as the words 'therefore’, 'so’,
or 'consequently'for example).

A lot of writing is fill wasted words intended to make the author look good, to distract your attention,
or to simply fill more space. Being able to cut through the crap and get straight to what is actually being
said, without being distrated, is an important skill.

Though your school will never teach you this, find a basic book on informal logic (it will have a title like
‘critical thinking or something like that). Look in the book for angent forms and indicator words (most

of these books don't cover the other three types of writing) and practice spotting these words in text
and in what the teacher says in class. Every day, focus on a specific indicator word and watch how it is
used in pactice.

3. How to distinguish truth from fiction

I have written extensively on this elsewhere, nonetheless, this remains an area schools to a large degree
ignore. Sometimes | suspect it is because teachers feel their students must absorb knowledge
uncritically; if they are questioning everything the teacher says they'll never learn!


http://halfanhour.blogspot.com/2006/09/how-to-write-articles-and-essays.html
http://halfanhour.blogspot.com/2006/09/how-to-write-articles-and-essays.html
http://www.criticalthinking.org/
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The first thing to learn is to actually question what you are told, what you read, and what you see on
television. Do not simply accept what you are told. Always ask, how eaakngw that this is true?
What evidence would lead you to believe that it is false?

I have written several things to help you with this, including@wde to the Logical Fallacjesd my

article onHow to Evaluate WebsiteFhese principles are more widely applicable. For example, when

your boss says something to you, apply the same test. You may be surprised at how much yowshoss sa
to you that is simply not true!

Every day, subject at least one piece of information (a newspaper column, a blog post, a classroom
lecture) to thorough scrutiny. Analyze each sentence, analyze every word, and ask yourself what you are
expected to belieg and how you are expected to feel. Then ask whether you have sufficient reason to
believe and feel this way, or whether you are being manipulated.

4. How to emphathize

Most people live in their own world, and for the most part, that's OK. But it is irapbtb at least
recognize that there are other people, and that they live in their own world as well. This will save you
from the error of assuming that everyone else is like you. And even more importantly, this will allow
other people to become a surpnigj source of new knowledge and insight.

Part of this process involves seeing things through someone else's eyes. A person may be, quite literally,
in a different place. They might not see what you see, and may have seen things you didn't see. Being
able tounderstand how this change in perspective may change what they believe is important.

But even more significantly, you need to be able to imagine how other people feel. This mans that you
have to create a mental model of the other person's thoughts antinfige in your own mind, and to

place yourself in that model. This is best done by imagining thaay®the other person, and then

placing yourself into a situation.

Probably the best way to learn how to do this is to study drama (by that | don't meenwistu

Shakespeare, | mean learning how to act in plays). Sadly, schools don't include this as part of the core
curriculum. So instead, you will need to study subjects like religion and psychology. Schools don't really
include these either. So make sure yapend at least some time in different rgdaying games (RPGs)
every day and practice being someone else, with different beliefs and motivations.

When you are empathetic you will begin to seek out and understand ways that help bridge the gap
between youand other people. Being polite and considerate, for example, will become more important
to you. You will be able tfeelsomeone's hurt if you are rude to them. In the same way, it will become
more important to be honest, because you will begin to see trawsparent your lies are, and how
offensive it feels to be thought of as someone who is that easily fooled.

Empathy isn't some sort of bargain. It isn't the application of@wden Rulelt is agenuinefeeling in
yourself that operates in synch with the other person, a way of accessing their inner mental states


http://www.onegoodmove.org/fallacy/welcome.htm
http://www.downes.ca/cgi-bin/page.cgi?post=4
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethic_of_reciprocity
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through the sympathetic operation of your own mental states. You are polite begaugeel bad
when you are rude; you are hortdsecauseyoufeel offended when you lie.

You need tdearnhow to have this feeling, but once you have it, you will understand how empty your
life was before you had it.

5. How to be creative

Everybody can be creative, and if you look at your own litewil discover that you are already
creative in numerous ways. Humans have a natural capacity to be cre#ia@s how our minds work
and with practice can become very good at it.

The trick is to understand how creativity works. Sometimes peopld thiat creative ideas spring out of
nothing (like the proverbial 'blank page' staring back at the writer) but creativity is in fact the result of
using and manipulating your knowledge in certain ways.

Genuine creativity is almost always a response to sbingt This article, for example, was written in
response to an article on the same subject that | thought was not well thought out. Creativity also arises
in response to a specific problem: how to rescue a cat, how to cross a gap, how to hang lauridry. So,
order to be creative, the first thing to do is to learn to look for problems to solve, things that merit a
response, needs that need to be filled. This takes practice (try writing it down, or blogging it, every time
you see a problem or need).

In additon, creativity involves a transfer of knowledge from one domain to another domain, and
sometimes a manipulation of that knowledge. When you see a gap in real life, how did you cross a
similar gap in an online game? Or, if you need to clean up batteryhamiddid you get rid of excess acid
in your stomach?

Creativity, in other words, often operates metaphor, which means you need to learn howfind

things in commometween the current situation and other things you know. This is what is typically
meantby 'thinking outside the box'you want to go tooutside the domaimf the current problem. And

the particular skill involved jgattern recognition This skill is hard to learn, and requires a lot of practice,
which is why creativity is hard.

But pattemn recognitioncanbe learned- it's what you are doing when you say one song is similar to
another, or when you are taking photographs of, say, flowers or fishing boats. The arts very often
involve finding patterns in things, which is why, this year, yoaukl devote some time every day to an
art - music, photography, video, drawing, painting or poetry.

Communicating clearly is most of all a matter of knowing what you want to say, and then employing
some simple tools in order to say it. Probably the hargest of this is knowing what you want to say.
But it is better to spend time being sure you understand what you mean than to write a bunch of stuff
trying to make it more or less clear.
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6. How to communicate clearly

Knowing what to say is often a mattef structure. Professional writers employ a small set of fairly
standard structures. For example, some writers prefer articles (or even whole books!) consisting of a list
of points, like this article. Another structure, often called 'pyramid style', isleyegl by journaliststhe

entire story is told in the first paragraph, and each paragraph thereafter offers less and less important
details.

Inside this overall structure, writers provide arguments, explanations, descriptions or definitions,
sometimes ircombination. Each of these has a distinctive structure. An argument, for example, will
have a conclusion, a point the writer wants you to believe. The conclusion will be supported by a set of
premises. Linking the premises and the conclusion will be af sedicators The word 'therefore’, for
example, points to the conclusion.

Learning to write clearly is a matter of learning about the tools, and then practice in their application.
Probably the best way to learn how to structure your writing is to ldaw to give speeches without
notes. This will force you to employ a clear structure (one youeaember) and to keep it
straightforward. | havevritten more on his, and also, check out Keith Spicer's bddkaging It

Additionally, master the tools the professional®ukearn the structure of arguments, explanations,
descriptions and definitions. Learn the indicator words used to help readers navigate those structures.
Master basic grammar, so your sentences are unambiguous. Information on all of these can be found
online.

Then practice your writing every day. A good way to practice is to join a student or volunteer newspaper
- writing with a team, for an audience, against a deadline. It will force you to work more quickly, which is
useful, because it is faster to writdearly than to write poorly. If no newspaper exists, create one, or

start up a news blog.

7. How to Learn

Your brainconsists of billions of neural cetlsat are connected to each otheroTearn is essentially to

form sets of those connections. Your brain is always learning, whether you are studying mathematics or
staring at the sky, because these connections are always forming. The difference in what you learn lies
in how you learn.

Whenyou learn, you are trying to creafgtterns of connectivitin your brain. You are trying to connect
neurons together, and to strengthen that connection. This is accomplished by repeating sets of
behaviours or experiences. Learning is a matter of praetncerepetition.

Thus, when learning anythindrom '2+2=4' to the principles of quantuum mechanig®u need to
repeat it over and over, in order to grow this neural connection. Sometimes people learn by repeating


http://halfanhour.blogspot.com/2006/09/how-to-write-articles-and-essays.html
http://www.amazon.com/Winging-It-Everybodys/dp/0385157649/sr=1-2/qid=1156951519/ref=sr_oe_2_1/104-6267420-8427154?ie=UTF8&s=books
http://faculty.washington.edu/chudler/cells.html
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the words aloud this form of rote leaning was popular not so long ago. Taking notes when someone
talks is also good, because you hear it once, and then repeat it when you write it down.

Think about learning how to throw a baseball. Someone can explain everything about it, and you can
understnd all of that, but you still have to throw the ball several thousand times before you get good at
it. You have to grow your neural connections in just the same way you grow your muscles.

Some people think of learning as remembering sets of facts. Ibedhat, sometimes, but learning is
more likerecognitionthan remembering. Because you are trying to build networks of neural cells, it is
better to learn aconnected wholeather than unconnected parts, where the connected whole you are
learning in one dmain has thesame pattermas a connected whole you already know in another
domain. Learning in one domain, then, becomes a matter of recognizing that pattern.

Sometimes the patterns we use are very artificial, aswery good boy deserves fuddthe sentence

helps us remember musical notes). In other cases, and more usefully, the pattern is related to the laws
of nature, logical or mathematical principles, the flow of history, how something workswdmle, or
something like that. Drawing pictures often helps people find patterns (which is whynmrapd and

concept mapsire popular).

Indeed, you should view the study of mathematics, historigree and mechanics as the study of
archetypesbasic patterns that you will recognize over and over. But this means that, when you study
these disciplines, you should be asking, "what is the pattéanti not merely "what are the facts"). And
asking this question will actually make these disciplines easier to learn.

Learning to learn is the same as learning anything else. It takes practice. You should try to learn
something every daya random wordn the dictionary, or a random Wikipedia entry. When learning
this item, do not simply learn it in isolation, but look for pattermoes it fit into a pattern you already
know? Is it a type of thing you have seen before? Embed this word or concept intexisting
knowledge by using it in some wawrite a blog post containing it, or draw a picture explaining it.

Think, always, aboutow you are learning andhat you are learning at any given moment. Remember,
you arealwayslearning- which means youeed to ask, what are you learning when you are watching
television, going shopping, driving the car, playing baseball? What sorts of patterns are being created?
What sorts of patterns are being reinforced? How can tgde controlof this process?

8. How to stay healthy

As a matter of practical consideration, the maintenance of your health involves two major components:
minimizing exposure to disease or toxins, and maintenance of the physical body.

Minimizing exposure to disease and toxins is mostly a matteleanliness and order. Simple things
like keeping the wood alcohol in the garage, and not the kitchen cupboamdimize the risk of
accidental poisoning. Cleaning cooking surfaces and cooking food completely reduces the risk of


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mnemonic
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Concept_map
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Archetypes
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bacterial contaminton. Washing your hands regularly prevents transmission of human borne viruses
and diseases.

In a similar manner, some of the Rbutton issues in education today are essentially issues about how
to warn against exposure to diseases and toxins. In a eilltshyou have physical intercourse with
another person you are facilitating the transmission of disease, so wear protection. Activities such as
drinking, eating fatty foods, smoking, and taking drugs are essentially the introduction of toxins into
your system, so do it in moderation, and where the toxins are significant, don't do it at all.

Personal maintenance is probably even more important, as the major threats to health are generally
those related to physical deterioration. The subjects of properitiah and proper exercise should be

learned and practiced. Even if you do not become a health freak (and who does?) it is nonetheless useful
to know what foods and types of actions are beneficial, and to create a habit of eating good foods and
practicingbeneficial actions.

Every day, seek to be active in some waycle to work or school, walk a mile, play a sport, or exercise.

In addition, every day, seek to eat at least one meal that is ‘good for you', that consists of protein and
minerals (like meatrad vegetables, or soy and fruit). If your school is not facilitating proper exercise and
nutrition, demand them! You can't learn anything if you're sick and hungry! Otherwise, seek to establish
an alternative program of your own, to be employed at noontsour

Finally, remember: you never have to justify protecting your own life and health. If you do not want to
do something because you think it is unsafe, then it is your absolute right to refuse to do it. The
conseguencesanyconsequencesare better thangiving in on this.

9. How to value yourself

It is perhaps cynical to say that society is a giant conspiracy to get you to feel badly about yourself, but it
wouldn't be completely inaccurate either. Advertisers make you feel badly so you'll buy theircprodu
politicians make you feel incapable so you'll depend on their policies and programs, even your friends
and acquaintances may seek to make you doubt yourself in order to seek an edge in a competition.

You can have all the knowledge and skills in thddydrut they are meaningless if you do not feel
personally empowered to use them; it's like owninganborghinand not having a driver's license. It
looks shiny in the driveway, but you're not really gettary value out of it unless you take it out for a
spin.

Valuing yourself is partially a matter of personal development, and partially a matter of choice. In order
to value yourself, you need to feel you are worth valuing. In fact,ayeworth valuing, buit often

helps to prove it to yourself by attaining some objective, learning some skill, or earning some distinction.
And in order to value yourself, you haveday"l am valuable."

This is an important point. How we think about ourselves is as muchtamaoélearning as anything
else. If somebody tells you that you are worthless over and over, and if you do nothing to counteract
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that, then you will come to believe you are worthless, becahs¢s how your neural connections will
form. But if you repeg and believe, and behave in such a way as to say to yourself over and awer,
valuable thenthat's what you will come to believe.

What is it to value yourself? It's actually many things. For example, it's the belief that ygaate
enoughto have a opinion, have a voice, and have a say, that your contributomaatter. It's the

belief that you arecapable that you can learn to do new things and to be creative. It is your ability to be
independentand to not rely on some particular person ortitigion for personal welbeing, and
autonomous capable of making your own decisions and living your live in your own way.

All of these things are yours by right. But they will never be given to you. You hiaketbhem, by
actually believing in yourffiglno matter what anyone says) and by actually being autonomous.

Your school doesn't have a class in this (and may even be actively trying to undermine your autonomy
and selfesteem; watch out for this). So you have to take charge of your own sensd-ofosth.

Do it every day. Tell yourself that you are smart, you are cool, you are strong, you are good, and
whatever else you want to be. Say it out loud, in the mornihgiden in the noise of the shower, if need
be, butsayit. Then,practicethese attibutes.Besmart by (say) solving a crossword puzBkecool by
making your own fashion statemerestrong by doing something you said to yourself you were going
to do.Begood by doing a good deed. And every time you do it, remind yourself that ya, imafact,
done it.

10. How to live meaningfully

This is probably the hardest thing of all to learn, and the least taught.

Living meaningfully is actually a combination of several things. It is, in one sense, your dedication to
some purpose or goal. Butig also your sense of appreciation and dedication to the here and now. And
finally, it is the realization that your place in the world, your meaningfulness, is something you must
create for yourself.

Too many people live for no reason at all. They seekdke more and more money, or they seek to

make themselves famous, or to become powerful, and whether or not they attain these objectives, they
find their lives empty and meaningless. This is because they have confused means anu@mnelg,

fame and power are things people seek in order to do whatvisrth doing

What is worth doing? That is up to you to decide. | have chosen to dedicate my life to helping people
obtain an education. Others seek to cure diseases, to explore space, to worship Goa sofeausly, to
design cars, or to attain enlightenment.

If you don't decide what is worth doing, someone will decide for you, and at some point in your life you
will realize that you haven't done what is worth doing at all. So spend some time, todaynthatlout
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what is worth doing. You can change your mind tomorrow. But begin, at least, to guide yourself
somewhere

The second thing is sometimes thought of as 'living in the moment'. It is essentially an understanding
that you control your thoughtsYourthoughts have no power over you; the only thing that matters at all
is this present moment. If you think about somethirgpme hope, some failure, some fedhat

thought cannot hurt you, anglouchoose how much or how little to trust that thought.

Another aspect of this is the following: what you are doiigiht nowis the thing that younost want to
do. Now you may be thinking, "No way! I'd rather be on Malibu Beach!" But ifgallywanted to be
on Malibu Beach, you'd be there. The reason you arésbecause you hawehoserother priorities in
your life-to your family, to your job, to your country.

When you realize you have the power to choose what you are doing, you realize you have the power to
choose the consequences. Which means that consece® even bad consequencesre for the most
part a matter ofchoice

That said, this understanding is very liberating. Think about it, as a readet it means is that what |

most wantedto do with my time right now is to write this article so thaiu - yes,you- would read it.

And even more amazingly, | know, as a writer, that the thing you most want to do right now, even more
than you want to be in Malibu, is tead my wordslt makes me want to write something meaningful

and it gives me a wayp put meaning into my life.

Moncton, August 30, 2006
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The Mark of Wisdom

Posted to ITForum

I think that wisdom is the property of the wise, something a wise person develops for him or her self
over time, and therefore not the subject of an external stard. What makes a person wise is not the
having of a certain opinion, or even the taking of a certain perspective or point of view. To be wise is to
have mastered and to have used successfully for a certain period of time the practices that lead to
wisdom The question of whether someone has become wise (and not, note, 'acquired wisdom") is
indeterminate in its resolution. Certainly, there is no acid test that identifies the wise (though we can all
think of numerous examples we think would demonstrate thatneone is unwise).

As Clark Quinmentioned in his papen have listed the practices that | think lead to wisdom golamn

on my blog It should be noted on reading that each of the ten items describes a skill. It describes 'how'
to do something. This is deliberate. The outcome of the application of any such skill must be left to the
learner. For otherwise, acquisition of the outcome, mathhan practice of the skill, becomes definitive

of wisdom, and therefore the tendency will be to focus on the outcome at the expense of the skill, at the
cost of never learning the skill.

For example, one of the skills | describe is 'How to predict quesees'. The statement of this principle
could be questioned Jonathon Richter quite rightly argues that the skill needs to apply not only to
simple Newtonian systems with determinate outcomes but also to complex and chaotic environments in
which the preliction is of only a probability or a range of outcomes. But it would be a mistake to say

that the acquisition of this skill entails believing, say, that good intentions lead to good actions, or
believing, say, that continued inaction on global warming le@d to catastrophe.

To make the test of the skill the test of a believe is to measure, not the having of the skill, but rather, the
adherence to orthodoxy. Not everybody predicts the same effect from the same causes: that this can be
the case, and thatach of the two predictions can be substantiated is evidence, not of predictive failure,
but rather, of the chaotic world Richter alludes to.

In a similar manner, some of the writers to this list have characterized 'humility' as one of the attributes
of wisdom. Jan Visser characterizes humility as "the awareness of who we are, of our place in the
universe, of what lies beyond our own ephemeral existence." Thus characterized, however, humility is
characterized not as a practice or a skill but rather as aaremess that certain things are the case. But
this test, then, is of what someone believes rather than how they came to believe it, and hence, is not a
test of wisdom but of orthodoxy.

It is possible to be wise without humility. To be honest, | do not kmgwown place in the universe (and
routinely disregard the admonishment "that's not your place"). | do not know what lies outside my own
existence, if anything. | consider the following two statements to be equally likely: "I am in the universe"
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and "the wiverse is in me". From which it follows that there is a great deal | do not know about myself.
Being wise may lie in accepting any of these dilemmas, or in opting, on the basis of faith or intuition, one
statement or the other.

Clark Quinn's own argumetdkes the perspective that wisdom results from practice. "Wisdom is
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But in so much of what he writes the outcome, rather than the process, dodsetney lifting. The

sentence quoted above reads, in full, "wisdom is making decisions on a systemic basis that are in line

with our [interests] in the longerm as well as the immediate moment, and in line with our values for

not only ourselves but othersd society and the world as a whole." | have had to insert the word

'interests’ as it is missing in the original, though it could read 'needs' or even 'fashions' at still make the

same point.

And the point is: wisdom is characterized by having a cert@i@ of perspective, of using a certain

metric. But it seems to me that this should be an outcome of wisdom, and not definitive of it. Is being
wise tantamount to enlightened seiifiterest? This is what the sentence seems to imply. But being wise
may equallyentail disregard for one's own setifterest, in rising above one's own séiferest. Certainly
some Buddhists are wise, but central to the philosophy of Buddhism is what one might characterize as
"the cessation of craving" or the cessation of clingitaking one's own interest and seeing it as the
cause of pain, dbukkha

As with humility and selihterest, the matter of values is also one of content over process. Quinn writes

that the wise person makes deass, as noted above, "in line with our values for not only ourselves but

others and society and the world as a whole." One could hardly find a more compelling example of a call
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explicit.”

Certainly there may be arguments for and against a vahaesed education, just as (say) there may be
arguments for or againstaluesbased government, or valudmsed religion, or valudsased economic
systems. But to make basing one's reasoning in values definitive of wisdom seems very much te be over
shooting the mark.

Why would | say this? For after all, people familiar with own work will be well aware of a set of

values that permeates it through and through. Yet deeper study will show that | well regard my own
work as deeply situated within a certain society, a certain context, and that the values | espouse
recognize thisand hence, do not presume to pass judgment on how the other person elects to live his
or her own life. And it is a part of this belief to recognize that another person may not live his or her life
according to values at all, and yet may nonetheless be.wis

Consider what it is to live one's life or to make decisions according to values. Quinn helpfully quotes
Df I RgSEfY ahyS 27F KdzYl y 1 Ayakifis assigni@tSeivionghisights oS Ya Ay
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Having values is depicted aand indeed, arguably isnothing more than a system of assigning weights

to variables, to possibilities, to options. The simplest of value systems is to assigthitogalla binary

value: right or wrong, good or bad. More sophisticated approaches assign weightings of good and bad,
and allow for an interplay between the entities so judged.

How completely the mercantile philosophy has permeated our way of life, thatanaot even imagine

the concept of wisdom without also imagining some way of applying weights and measures to its
application! Are the philosophies of epicurianism, of hedonism, wrong not because they are bad values
but because they deal in quality of expnce, quality of life, rather than with the calculation and
measurement of what is right and wrong? Lao Tzu says that the attachments of values to things are
nothing more than labels, nothing more than signs, and that wisdom consists in recognizitiigtieas

always another way of representing the same reality. Friedrich Nietzsche describes, in Beyond Good and
Evil, the transvaluation of value. J.L. Mackie is explicit, in Ethics Without God, that we are "inventing

right and wrong".

The appeal of valuess are the appeal of natural laws and the idea of essences, is the appeal of the
universal, the idea that there is some means though which me may abbreviate the complexities of our
lives and our universe through appeal to some sort of underlying praéaigiether that principle
represents the Nature of the world, or whether it represents nothing more than an abbreviation of our
experience and beliefs. But this is only one way of representing the world or of determining out course
of action. Numerous altmatives exist.

Consider, for example, what you would do were you confronted by a strange creature, one that you had
never seen before, consisting of an animal with brightly coloured fur, with sharp teeth and savage claws,
and a roar that sent chills dowour spine. Would wisdom at this point consist in the application of

some set of values? Is there some principle of measurement to which you would appeal in this case?
Almost certainly not. We most certainly have not formulated any rules describing whlatitosuch a

case- certainly we do know what to do (run!) but any drafting of a rule would happen after the fact. Our
actions would be determined by recognition and similarity. It looks like a tiger, best treat it as though it
were a tiger.

If we conside our own actions, even for a moment, it becomes clear how many of them are not
determined by any sort of value at all (and which are, nonetheless, wise). We breathe, our hearts beat,
our blood circulates, not because we will it to be the case, not becaisgood or right that it be the

case, but merely because we are the sort of creatures that live and breathe. And surely part of being
wise lies in being what you are, rather than what you are not? This is why we thought the characters of
'Flatliners' vere unwise.

Others of our decisions are governed by what | would call 'network phenomena'. One of the principles of
a successful network is 'diversitdiverse networks are more reliable than those that are not. Fostering
diversity, however, means fosieg instances of actions and entities that precisely do not adhere to
orthodox values. We've all heard the expression, "The exception proves the rule." We recognize that
‘generosity is good' (say) by observing (or telling tales) of Scridagpeople whaare not generous, and
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observing their fate. There may not have been a King Midas turned to gold, but we are all aware from
observation the poverty of greed.

What is important here is not that the value was discovered, nor the specific content of the atue,

rather, that a process was followed that would allow this learning to take place. That is, we have the
capacity to, should we so desire, learn what values there are, and how to apply them, should this be the
sort of life we desire. Other people, eqlyalvise, may choose to live their lives vafuee, and will

report a very different set of experiences. And it has yet to be shown, without prior appeal to values,
that their experiences are in some way 'bad' or 'wrong'. As Nietzsche would say, the Sopaakes

his own rules and who are we to say he is wrong?

To the extent that there is wisdom in society, it is the result of certain practices, that make people wise,
rather than adherence to certain outcomes, that people (today) say are the mark wfiske Learning
this distinction, perhaps, is the first sign of wisdom.

Moncton, January 21, 2007
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Critical Thinking in the Classroom

Introduction

Critical thinking is the use of reason in reading and writing. It enables the reader to evaluate the material
being read, to recognize argument patterns and to detect inappropriate reasoning. And it allows the
writer to present his or her points in a logical and reasonable manner.

As such, critical thinking is not reserved for the domain of logic and philosagdseslalone. It is a skill
which has application throughout all disciplines. Indeed, expertise in any discipline is impossible without
knowledge and application of critical thinking.

The purpose of this essay is to introduce the instructor to criticakthghand to suggest means of

applying it in the classroom. As such, it is not a teaching document; it does not pause and repeat nor
stimulate learning with examples and exercises. Rather, its purpose is to provide an overview of the field
and to suggest aommon terminology. A list of references is provided for those desiring more detailed
study.

This essay will not attempt to persuade the reader of the merits of teaching critical thinking in the
classroom. That is assumed. Rather, it focuses on whatatrigasoning is and how to apply it. This

essay proceeds in three major sections. First, the three major types of reasoning are described. Second,
errors of reasoning in these three major types of reasoning are described. Finally, third, methods of
applicdion to the classroom are suggested.

Some notes are necessary about the approach taken. First, the methods of creating and criticizing
arguments are presented as 'tools' for a student (or anyone) to use to achieve a desired outcome.
Second, and related tihis, it is taken that the use of a tool is flagged with 'indicator words'. That is,

there are certain characteristic ways of telling the reader that you are trying to achieve a particular
outcome. Hence, words themselves are regarded as tools for theessipns of an idea.

Types of Reasoning (i)

Deductive Reasoning

Deductive reasoning is the oldest and most venerable of the types of reasoning. Examples of deductive
reasoning include mathematics, categorial reasoning, set theory, and computer programming.
Deductive reasoning is by its very nature abstract; for this reason, students find it the most difficult to
master.

A deductive argument is formed from one or more premises and a conclusion. The conclusion is the
opinion the author is attempting to prous true. The premises are the reasons given in order to
persuade the reader that the conclusion is true.
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The premises and the conclusion of an argument are identified by indicator words. There are two types
of indicator words: premise indicators, and cargibn indicators. Premise indicators always precede
premises, while conclusions always precede conclusions. In general, the structure of deductive
arguments is as follows:

(Using a premise indicator):

because .
Since

(Using a conclusioindicator):
therefore___.

Notice the use of not only the indicator words (‘because’, 'since' and 'therefore’) but also the use of
punctuation and conjunctions to indicate the structure of the argument. Good writing follows a clear
argument structure and hence, good writing uses grammatical elements to show clear argument
structure.

In the absence of an indicator word (some people are sloppy writers), the reader is reminded that the
conclusionis an opinion. Hence, the conclusion is usually 'hedgedhie way. By that, what is meant is
that the conclusion is not stated directly, but rather, is qualified with expressions like, 'l think that" or ‘It
must be that', or the like. Compare, for example, the difference between "The sky is blue" and "The sky
must be blue". The latter is clearly hedged, hence, it must be an opinion and therefore probably the
conclusion of an argument.

Not all arguments are deductive arguments. Deductive arguments may be recognized by their
characteristic forms. The form of angament can be recognized by identifying keywords. Because
deductive arguments constitute a particular sort of reasoning, they entail the use of a particular set of
words. In particular, there are three types of key words to watch for.

1. Mathematical keywrds: plus, minus, equals
2. Categorical keywords: is, all, some, no, every, any, only
3. Propositional keywords: both...and, either, ... or, if .. then, unless

These keywords are not used only to recognize deductive arguments. Knowledge of the rokeof the
keywords also enables the writer to write clear, structured sentences. This will be discussed in more
detail in section three.

(i1) Inductive Reasoning

The purpose of an inductive argument is to produce generalizations from matters of fact or experience
It is not as old as deductive argumentation, nor is it as well respected. Nonetheless, without inductive
argumentation it would not be possible to live in the world at all.
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Types of inductive reasoning include statistical generalizations, analogy, regsomcerning cause and
effect, and probability.

Like a deductive argument, an inductive argument is formed from one or more premises and a
conclusion. And like a deductive argument, the purpose of an inductive argument is to persuade the
reader that theconclusion is true, and the premises are given as reasons to believe that the conclusion
is true. All that was said above of indicator words and hedging is also true of inductive arguments.
Hence, the two can be distinguished only by their keywords.

Here ae characteristic keywords of some inductive arguments:

Statistical keywords: most, many, five percent, usually, generally
Analogical keywords: is like, is similar to, like, as

Probabilistic keywords: the chances of, probably, likely

Causal keyords: causes, depends on, effect

Hpwbd e

Again, the use of these keywords tells the reader what sort of argument s being used. A reader can, for
example, recognize an analogy much more clearly if the words 'like’ or 'as' are used than if they are not.

(i) Abduc tive Reasoning (Inference to the best explanation)

Abductive reasoning was recognized as such only in the late nineteenth century by Charles Sanders
Peirce, though there are instances of it through antiquity. It is now the most common form of argument
in the sciences, for it involves the postulation of theories which explain some event or regularity.

The form of an inference to the best explanation differs from that of deductive or inductive argument,
though (confusingly) the same indicator words are usedn abduction, the conclusion is some event

or regularity which needs to be explained, while the premises are the theories or sets of conditions
which do the explaining. That said, the word 'why' is used much more frequently in explanations, hence,
the word 'why' can be used to distinguish abductions form other forms of argument.

The most common form of an inference to the best explanation is:
The reason why__is because .

Note again that the conclusion should be some fact or regularity, while #mipe is typically a theory.
Very often the conclusion which is being explained is also the conclusion of an inductive argument. A
writer will use induction to show that some generalization is true, and then use abduction to explain
why it is true.
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way to distinguish between an inductive or deductive argument and an abduction is to determine

whether the conclusion is a fact (in which case it's an abductioah@pinion (in which case it's a

deductive or inductive argument). It is important to watch for hedging words while making this

distinction.
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Errors of Reasoning

() Deductive Errors

There are two ways a deductive argument can fail: (i) the premises mfalde, or (ii) the conclusion

may not follow from the premises. Students often attempt a third method of evaluation: arguing directly
against the conclusion. While this is allowed, it amounts to ignoring the argument in favour of the
conclusion, and hems is never decisive.

Whether or not the premises are true, if the conclusion follows from the premises, then the argument is
valid. To say that an argument is valid is to say that the premises are appropriately related to the
conclusion. The premises neadt be true. To see this, consider the following argument: "If Mulroney is

a Marxist, then he likes Castro, and he is a Marxist, hence, he likes Castro." As it happens, the premises
are false. But suppose they were true. Then we can see clearly thabticision would have to be true

as well; the premises support the conclusion.

In order to show that a deductive argument is invalid, it is necessary only to show that there is some
way the premises could be true while the conclusion could be false. I6thassible, then we can see

that the premises do not make the conclusion true. Consider the following example: "If the mill is
polluting the river, then we can see dead fish, and we can see dead fish, therefore, the mill is polluting
the river." Even ithe premises actually are true, we can see that they do not support the conclusion, for
it could be that something else is killing the fish, and that the mill is not polluting the river at all.

There are two major forms of invalid argument:
Denying the Ardgcedent. Any argument of the form "If A then B, and not A, therefore B" is invalid.

Affirming the Consequent. Any argument of the form: "If A then B, and B, therefore A" is invalid. The
example of the mill (above) affirms the consequent.

The second way dafriticizing a deductive argument is to show that the premises are false. Students are
particularly hesitant to do this, however, it is often (all too often) accomplished with ease. Consider a
categorical premise of the form "All A are B", for example,ttdigs which swim in the sea are fish."

This is easily shown to be false by observing that there can be some A which is not B, for example, a
dolphin swims in the sea, but is not a fish.

In general, premises are shown to be false by showing that thetraxdintories are true. Here are some
common contradictions:

.'All A are B' contradicts 'Some A is hot B'

. 'No A are B' contradicts 'Some A is B'

. 'If A then B' contradicts 'A and not B'

. 'Either A or B' contradicts 'Not A and not B'
. 'Both A andB' contradicts 'Not A'

g b~ W NP
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An argument which is both valid and has true premises is called a sound argument. Sound arguments
are also sometimes called cogent arguments.

(ii) Inductive Errors

All inductive arguments base their success on the similarity betwenbjects or events described in

the premises and those described in the conclusion. This is most clear in the case of an analogy, and so
we turn to the first error of inductive reasoning:

False Analogy. The two things being compared are not similav@y avhich is relevant to the
conclusion. For example, suppose someone argued, "An employee is like a nail. Just like a nail, an
employee must be hit in the head in order to get him to work." This argument may be criticized by
showing that employees are hbike nails in that (i) incentives will not persuade a nail to work, but they
will persuade employees to work, and (ii) a nail won't resent being hit, but an employee will.

Statistical generalizations are arguments which use some sort of sample to dawelasion about
apopulation. For example, a pollster will collect a sample of opinions and draw conclusions about the
population as a whole. In order for the sample to tell us anything useful about the population, the
sample must be similar to the popuiah. The two major inductive fallacies are cases where the sample
may be dissimilar to the population:

Hasty Generalization. The sample is too small, and hence, we can't be sure that it is similar to the
population.

Unrepresentative Sample. The sample barshown to be in some way different from the population.
For example, a survey taken in only one city is unrepresentative of the nation as a whole.

Unrepresentative samples are very common. Phiiner write-in polls are classic examples of
unrepresentatve samples. So are testimonials. Many instructors value student opinions and
observations in class. No doubt this makes the students feel good, but such information should not form
the basis of instruction, for the individual experiences of one persontitoi@san unrepresentative

sample.

There is a variety of things which can go wrong in causal reasoning. In order to say that A causes B, a
minimum of two things must be true:

1. Generally, if A happens, then B happens

2. Generally, if A does not happengthB does not happen

In addition, many theorists argue that there should be a third condition:
3. There must be a law of nature connecting A and B

The most common causal fallacy occurs when only the first condition is true and yet a causal relation is
assumed to hold:
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Post Hoc Ergo Prompter Hoc (After this therefore because of this). This fallacy consists in assuming that
because one thing follows the other, the one thing is caused by the other.

Good inductive arguments are called strong arguments. Badttiduarguments are called weak
inductive arguments.

(iii) Abductive Errors

There are two major ways an inference to the best explanation can go wrong: either (i) the fact to be
explained is not a fact at all, or (ii) the theory which does the explaisiimdequate. Let us consider
these in turn.

The fact to be explained may be false because of:

Nonsupport. For example, Jenny may wonder why John knows so much about physics. This ‘fact' is false
because of norsupport if John knows nothing about physics.

Subverted Support. The argument which supports the 'fact' is not a good argument. For example, if a
generalization such as "Edmontonians are cheap" was formed on the basis of one person's experience,
then it is supported by an unrepresentative samplenBog out that this putative fact is not well

supported is to subvert support.

There are also two ways a theory can be inadequate:

Untestibility. Theories which cannot be tested are not good theories. Theories are tested by being used
to make a predictionlf a theory cannot be used to make a prediction, then it is a poor theory. For
example, if someone theorized that "Coffee keeps you awake because it has wakening properties" then
this theory could be criticized because we cannot use it to predict whardtiings will keep us awake.

Better Alternative. If another theory can explain the same phenomenon and is a better theory, then the
new theory can be used to criticize the old. There are two major criteria for the betterness of a theory:
(1) the theory ha a wider scope, that is, it applies to more things; and (2) the theory is simpler.

(iv) Informal Fallacies
There is also a range of error which can be committed in any type of argument. These are grouped
under the heading of 'informal fallacies' ("fallddy a tendollar word for "error of reasoning") .

The first grouping is Fallacies of Relevance. These are fallacies because they change the subject in some
way. The following are major fallacies of relevance:

Attacking the Person. Authors commit thisdaly when they argue that because their opponent is a
certain type of person, then their opponent is wrong. Students often argue that this form of argument is
legitimate. For example, they argue that if a person has an interest in the outcome of an argigment

a developer argues that some land should be rezoned) that a valid criticism may be made. This
assumption is wrong.
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Appeal to Force. In this fallacy, the reader is advised that some bad consequence will occur if the
conclusion is not believed.

Appealto Pity. In this fallacy, the reader is appealed to for support because the writer is in some bad
state. For example, if a politician tells you how hard he worked on a piece of legislation, he is appealing

to pity.

Prejudicial Language. A writer commitgstfallacy when some moral value is attached to believing or
not believing a conclusion. For example, "Clear thinkers agree that murder is bad" is a fallacy because it
implies that people who disagree are not clear thinkers.

Appeal to Popularity. This faty is committed when it is argued that because most people believe a
conclusion, then the conclusion is true. History is replete with examples where the majority was wrong.

The second grouping is Fallacies of Distraction. These are fallacies becaagheMmiemises in
guestion appear to be true at first glance, closer examination shows them to be false.

False Dilemma. In this fallacy, the reader is presented with two options, and since one is unacceptable,
we are forced to choose the second. The fallaccurs when more than two options actually exist.

Argument from Ignorance. This fallacy is by far and away a student favourite. In this fallacy it is argued
that because some proposition has not been proven to be true, it is therefore false.

Slippery Slpe. The writer argues that if some proposition is believed, a chain of consequences will
follow, leading to some unacceptable conclusion. The fallacy occurs when there is no reason to believe
the consequences will actually occur.

Complex Question. This ity occurs when two separate points are presented as a single point. This
fallacy is committed a lot on surveys, where a reader may be asked, for example, "Do you support
reducing the deficit and cutting social programs?"

Begging the Question. Very oftahjs is the only way students know how to argue. Instead of offering
support for a conclusion, the arguer instead restates the conclusion in a slightly different manner.
Obviously, when the conclusion is simply restated, no support has been given fmmtlesion.

The third grouping concerns Fallacies of Authority. Students tend to be very trusting of authority, even
when the authority is inappropriate.

Unqualified Authority. This occurs when an authority is quoted outside his or her field of expertise.
Celebrity endorsements fall within this category.

Disagreement. Even when an authority is an expert in the field, it may be that experts in the field
disagree on the point in question. In such a case, an appeal to an authority is fallacious, since it is
possible to quote an equally qualified authority who holds the opposite view.
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Unnamed Authority. This fallacy is committed when an authority is implied but not named. This fallacy
may be detected by the use of phrases such as "experts agree..." or "d ithani.". This is a fallacy
because there is no way to know that the authority is an expert.

The fallacies listed in this section constitute only a partial list; they were chosen because they are
committed the most frequently and because they are mostiobelieved by students.

Applications in the Classroom

Critical reasoning has many more applications in the classroom than merely the correcting of faulty
arguments. Critical thinking concerns the nature of argumentation itself, and all branches of égewle
involve some form of argument. This section will describe a number of applications of critical reasoning
in the classroom.

(i) Writing

Knowledge of logical structures improves a student's writing in a direct and dramatic fashion. When
logical structurs are understood, the construction of a sentence is understood as an application of a
particular logical structure. The following is a brief example of this process.

Simple sentences using categorical form. The structure of a categorical propositidnar@lB’, mirrors

the structure of a simple sentence. The 'A' in question is the subject of the sentence, while the 'B' is the
predicate. This is useful because it helps correct problems with-netmagreement. Clearly identifying

the subject and the prdicate reminds the student that they work as a pair.

Another application of categorical form involves the use of subordinate clauses. The qurkgicate
form clearly illustrates to the student the idea that subordinate clauses modify the subject @cate)
they are attached to. Showing the student a sentence of the form:

"All men are mortal"
clarifies the form of:
"All men who are kings are mortal."

Complex sentences using logical operators. Complex sentences are formed out of simple sentences
usinglogical operators. Consider, for example, how a complex sentence may be constructed from the
simple sentences "All men are mortal" and "Socrates is a man".

If all men are mortal then Socrates is a man.
Either all men are mortal or Socrates is a man.
All men are mortal and Socrates is a man.

Even more complex sentences or paragraphs using indicator words. Using simple and complex sentences
as described above, the structure of paragraphs can be detailed to students. We identify the premises
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and conclusion an argument as a set of sentences. Then these sentences are assembled into a
paragraph using indicator words.

If all men are mortal then Socrates is a man, and all men are mortal, therefore Socrates is a man.
All men are mortal, and Socrates is a man. &fwee, Socrates is mortal.
More complex paragraphs are constructed from more complex arguments. Consider the following:

All men are mortal and Socrates is a man. Thus, Socrates is mortal. All things which are mortal
eventually die. Therefore, Socrates wNientually die.

(ii) Abstraction

Knowledge in many disciplines is abstract knowledge. This is most clearly the case in mathematics,
where notation such as "x+y=z" is abstract, but it is also true in many other cases. For example, in
geography, students nyabe taught that a river meanders in a particular way. This is abstract because
we are not talking about any particular river. Or in music, students are taught to read sheet music. This
is abstract because sheet music is not generally written for a péaticwusic.

Critical thinking forces a student to reason abstractly because sentences and arguments are thought of
as abstract structures. The long paragraph just above should be recognized by the student as an instance
of:

All Aare Band Sis A. Thus B.iAll M are D. Therefore, S is D.

The benefits of abstract thought should be clear. Lessons learned in one domain are more easily applied
in another domain when abstract features of the two domains are identified.

How might this be applied in a classm® In essence, it involves imparting to the student not merely
knowledge of particular matters of fact, but also the abstract form of whatever knowledge is being
taught. For example, the proposition that "Rome fell because of a lack of morality" is andesif the

more general "Civilizations fall because of immorality". Students may be shown this, and also shown
that the same pattern occurs in "Sodom and Gomorrah fell because of immorality” and "This civilization
will fall because of immorality".

(iii) Reading

Students often misunderstand what they are reading. Often this is because they do not know what to
look for in a piece of writing. This is understandable; there are many ways to go wrong when reading
even a short paragraph.

For example, students afh misunderstand a particular sentence. One common mistake occurs, for
example, when a student interprets "Not all men are mortal" as meaning "No men are mortal". Knowing
that the contradictory of "All A are B" is "Some A are not B" would allow the studemtderstand that

"Not all men are mortal" means "Some men are not mortal".
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Students often believe that information contained in a subordinate clause is the main point of a
sentence. Making the structure of categorical propositions clear corrects thus er

Students frequently miss the main point of a paragraph as a whole. Pointing to indicator words makes
conclusions clear, and the conclusion is a main point of a paragraph. If a student learns to look for
conclusions, misunderstandings of this sort barreduced.

Students should be reminded on a regular basis how to extract information from a text. From time to
time, it is useful to identify a key paragraph in a piece of writing and to provide an analysis of it, showing
the student how to identify whaéach sentence says and showing the student how to identify the

author's main point. Consider, for axple, the followingaragraph:

A country, after all, is not something you build as the pharacohs built the pyramids, and then
leave standing there to de®ternity. A country is something that is built every day out of

certain basic shared values. And so it is in the hands of every Canadian to determine how well
and wisely we shall build the country in the future. (Pierre Trudeau, Memoirs, p. 366)

The use othe indicator word "so" clearly shows that the last sentence is the conclusion. There are no
logical operators in the last sentence, hence, it is a simple sentence of the form "Every Canadian should
determine...". The student should also note the usemBaalogy in the first sentence. And notice the
reasoning, in very abstract form: "A country cannot be left unattended, therefore, all people must

attend to the country'.

(iv) Critical Evaluation

This is the clearest application of critical thinking in ¢lessroom. Essentially, it involves questioning the
truth of premises and the validity of arguments, in other words, not taking the written (and spoken)
word as Gospel. Students (and especially those coming straight from high school, where everything is
Gospel) find this difficult to do.

A criticism of a point of view is, like everything else in academia, a form of argument. The conclusion is
always that some argument has committed a logical error. The premises are the reasons for believing
that the erroroccurred. The form of all critical evaluations is as follows:

The argument does suand-such, and
Suchandsuch is a fallacy,
Thus, the argument is a fallacy.

(Very often the second premise is left implicit.)

Students need to be shown that all sourcegliiding their textbooks and their instructors (not to

mention the media and their friends) can commit errors of reasoning. The best means to show them this
is to critically evaluate any materials used for instruction. My own experience is that this vanybe
confusing for a student (one student commented, "I've never seen an instructor criticize the text

before).
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It is important, therefore, to state the criticism and the reason for the criticism clearly. It is also

important to state the intent of posinguch criticisms, specifically, that the student should not accept
everything as being true, and that the student is expected to perform a similar sort of evaluation on any
material. It is especially useful to encourage students to criticize the instrastdrio occasionally

concede some points. Even when there is a response to be made, much more progress is made when a
good criticism is acknowledged as such.

Finally, students should be required to stand the test of good reasoning. Comments in papeskass in
which commit logical errors should be identified as errors in reasoning. This requires some tact. The
approach should not be that the student is wrong, but rather, that the student's reasoning is flawed.
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Necessary and Sufficient Conditions

The discussion of 'necessary and sufficient conditiongeisunderstood in philosophy, and as a result, |
sometimes make the mistake of assuming it is commonly understood in the wider community. This post
redresses this by sketching the concept and why it is important.

Conditions

To say that one thing is@ndtion for another is to say that the one thing is involved in making the
second thing happen.

The most common example of a condition isaaise For example, striking a billiard ball with a cue
causes the ball to move. Thus, the striking of the ballésmadition' of the movement of the ball.

But conditions need not be causes. Givirgmissioris another type of condition. For example, a
driver's license gives you permission to drive. This, having a driver's license is a 'condition’ for driving.

Necessary and Sufficient Conditions

There are two ways to express conditions:

B if A (alternatively: if A then B)
Bonlyif A

The first is called sufficientcondition. The second isreecessargondition.

The idea of a sufficient condition is that ieisoughto make something happen. For example, in most
cases, pushing on the gas is enough to make the car go forward. It's not the only thing that would do it;
you could make the car go forward by pushing it, for example.

The idea of a necessary condition is teamething will not happennlesshe condition happens. For
example, we might say that the car will not go forward unless we have turned off the parking brake.
Turning off the brake is thus a necessary condition to the car going forward.

Necessary and sudfent conditions are typically used &xplainwhy something happens. "Why did the
car go forward?" we ask. The brake was turned off; that was necessary for the motion to happen. And
then somebody pressed on the gas; that was sufficient to make it mowafd.

The Logic of Conditions

The logical structures of necessary and sufficient conditions do a dance around each other.

The simplest statement of a sufficient condition is as follows:
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If Athen B

This is equivalent to:

If not B then not A, and

It isnot equivalent to:

If B then A

Meanwhile, the simplest statement of a necessary condition is as follows:
If B then A

And we often use special words to indicate this special status:

Bonly ifA

Not BunlessA

This is also equivalent to:
If not A then not B

And it isnot equivalent to:

If not B then not A

The Conditional Fallacy

Why is this important? Because it points to what is probably the most common fallacy involving
conditions:not sufficient means not necessary

For example, we often hear this kind ohament:

Studies show that simply spending money will not improve test scores in schools. So we should be
looking at something else, like quality teachers.

What makes this a bit tricky is that the conclusion is often implicit. The conclusion, if spellésl that
we should be doing somethingsteadof throwing money at the problem.

Here'san exampleof the fallacy being committed. Ewan MclIntosh writds, 2006 there was $2 tridin
spent on education by the world's governments. But money alone is not the reason we see
improvement, not always.He then recommends "Getting the right people to become teachers,
developing them into effective instructors (and) ensuring that the systeable to offer the best


http://edu.blogs.com/edublogs/2008/01/13-the-best-sch.html
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possible instruction for every child ." Presumalimgteadof spending money on the problenafter all,
Singapore didn't have to.

Here is Tom Hoffmamentfying the fallacyn Mcintosh's reasoning: "I don't have the slightest idea what
school budgets look like in Scotland, so maybe over there it is appropriate to put across the message
that more funding isn't necessary to improve eduoatibut on this side of the pond, even this study
makes it clear that improving American education requires spending more money."

The stiuation is represented thus: spending monayeisessary but not sufficietd improve educational
outcomes.

What this neans is thasimply spending moneyon't solve the problem. There are many ways to spend
money that are not effective, as evidenced by many actual spendings of money that are not effective.
Purchasing each mathematics class a Lear jet, for example, wentdihty spend money. But it would

not be very effective.

The response to this fallacy is to say, as Tom Hoffman did, that spending maeregssaryn order to
solve the problem. What this means is that, while the mere spending of money is no guarantee,
nonetheless, the problem will not be solvadlessmoney is spent. The supposition that the problem
can be solved without spending money is a fallacy.

Causation

As you may imagine, with the logic of conditions being so entwined, it is very easy to gletitama
mess of necessary and sufficient conditions. This is especially the case when attempting to state
whether one thing wilcauseanother to happen.

Many people mistake a cause as thdficientcondition for something to happen (sometimes thought
of as the éfficient causeor the 'causal agent’). But formally, we should think of a 'cause' as 'a hecessary
and sufficient condition for an effect'.

That is to say, the description of a causeds to include, not only the sufficient conditions, but also the
necessary conditions, for an effect.

So if we sat that 'A' is a set of necessary and sufficient conditions, then when we say that 'A causes B' we
mean that:

'If A then B' and 'If not A themot B'

You need both parts to ascribe a cause. You need to show that when A happens, that B also happens,
but also, that it is1ot a coincidencethat is, when A does not happen, B does not happen either.

Some people at this point may argue that onlycarelation, and not a cause, has been established. They
argue that, in addition to a correlation, a causal argument must also appeal to a general principle or law
of nature. This may be the case; if so, then we can simply say here that showing that Hf 2\ &l 'If

not A then not B' imecessarybut not sufficient, to show that A causes B.


http://www.tuttlesvc.org/2008/01/gee-and-i-thought-money-alone-would-fix.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Efficient_cause
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Ceteris Paribus

The phraseeteris paribuss Latin for 'all other things being equal’ and is an important principle for
understanding the concept of necessary anffisient conditions.

Strictly speaking, the description of a cause for any event would be endless. For example, if | wanted to
say that 'the car caused the accident' then | would need to say that the car exists and that the accident
happened and that theath exists and that the laws of nature are as we understand and that the
accident was not a sutemporal sentient being and that Merlin did not intervene and... well, you get

the idea.

Usually, when we say that one thing is a cause for another, or thaathing is a condition for another,

we assume a certain background state of affairs, which continues as it always has. This is especially
important when talking about sufficient conditions, but will also come into play when talking about
necessary conditios

When | said 'pressing on the gas was sufficient to move the easumedhat, as usual, the parking

brake was not engaged. Because, after all, were the parking brake engaged, pressing on the gas might
not be sufficient to move the car. Really, | slibsay, 'Releasing the parking brake and pressing on the
gas is sufficient to move the car'. But since the parking brake is almost never engaged, it is not usually
necessary to say this; | just assume it.

Similarly, when | said that 'releasing the parkimgke is necessary to move the car', the presumption
was that the parking brake was engaged. But most of the time, releasing the brakeniscessary
because the brake was not engaged in the first place. | do not need to state the necessary condition.

This is why the concept of 'control' is so important in scientific experimentation. If you say 'all else being
equal', then if you are measuring for results, then you need to know that all else was, in fact, equal.

Expectations

When you say 'all else beiegjual', you are assuming that a certain state of affairs holds, described in
shorthand as 'all else'. But, of coursemethingchanges, for otherwise causation would be impossible.

When you say 'allsé you mean 'everything not affected by the causelt Bhis is essentially a

statement ofexpectationsWhen you say 'A caused B' what you mean, in full, is that 'A calugsteBd

of C', where C denotes the alternative that would have been the case, all else being equal, has A not
occurred.

Bas van Fraassexplains this at length. When you plant sunflower seeds beside the house and they
grow to be six feet tall, someone may ask, "Why did the sunflowers geoe?h What theymeanis,

‘what caused them to grow (instead of to not grow)?' and not ‘what caused sunflowers to grow instead
of rutabagas?'.



http://www.amazon.com/Scientific-Image-Clarendon-Library-Philosophy/dp/0198244274
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When Tom Hoffman writes, sarcastically, "l don't Batan's Scottish spin dghis McKinsey (i.e.,
American) studyf educational systems around the globe," he is speaking of expacsatHe is
suggesting the production of a given effect involves spendiage money in one context, where in the
other the production fo the same effect, it is implied, does not mean the spending of more money.

Tricks Involving Ceteris Paribus

This is whee ceteris paribugets tricky. Very often, the presumption 'all other things being equal’ does
not mean, strictly,all other things', but rather, a subset of other things, and specifically (and
importantly), theset of necessary conditiofr the effectto happen.

Let us suppose that Mcintosh said: "We can hire better teachers, but we do not need to spend money in
order to do so." This is a bit of a caricature, but it is implied in the suggestion that the problem will not
be solved by spending money.

Stiictly speaking, this is impossible. It is not possible to hire teachers without spending money. What can
only be meant is that it is not necessary to spemore money. He is stating, in other words, that enough
money isalready being spertb hire qualityteachers.

But, of course, this money is currently being spent on something else ti§ie ¢ase, ¢eteris paribus
means 'same amount of money spend' but doesmean 'spent on the same things'.

The unstated argument here is that the money being spesgwhere should be reallocated to spending
on quality teachers. But this vengcessargondition remains unstated. This is a fallacy; the necessary
condition is hidden in theeribus paribuslause.

A similar fallacy exists elsewhere in the same argunmnintosh writes,

Less than 1% of African and Middle Eastern children perform at or above the Singaporian aiebEge
expected, you might believe, because those Singaporeans must hemorrhage cash into their education
system. Wrong. Singapore spends less$rimary education than 27 of the 30 OECD countries.

Fair enough. But is McIntosh recommending that finding for education in the UK be adjusted to match
the funding provided to education in Singapore? Almost certainly not!

This is a case shifting ceteus paribuslauses. Iisingapore'all else being equal’ means expenditures
at Singapore's levels. But in Britain, this means something very different.

Why is this important?

Because, if the expenses in Britain agt the same as those in Singapore, timsans that there is
somethingvery differentabout Singapore which makes it possible to spend much less on education. But
if Singapore is very different in precisely this way, then it is a poor analogy and cannot be used to define
‘all else being equalfor, in this case, 'all else' is vatifferent


http://edu.blogs.com/edublogs/2008/01/13-the-best-sch.html
http://www.mckinsey.com/clientservice/socialsector/resources/pdf/Worlds_School_Systems_Final.pdf
http://www.mckinsey.com/clientservice/socialsector/resources/pdf/Worlds_School_Systems_Final.pdf
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Summary

Arguments involving the use of conditions and causation are often deceptive because of the misuse of
necessary and sufficient conditions.

When reading such arguments, you should not be swayed inteveg that something is not necessary
simply because it is not sufficient.

You should also be wary of hidden, and often shifting, assumptions about necessary conditions implicit
in (frequently unstatedyeteris paribuglauses.

When evaluating such arguents, ask yourself simple questions. Like: if they did A, would the result be
B? If they did not do A, would B not result?

Trust your intuitions. And keep in mind that if the appeal, by analogy, is to something that is unfamiliar
to you- like Singapore, dike Estonia the reason is most likely to hide some hidden difference that
makes them a special case.

Moncton, January 07, 2008
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Not All...

My series on homeschooling will continugut for now, this interruption.

Dave Taylor, who is normally rationakites: "all cars should not be black." It's part of a presentation
where he's tying to encourage people to "Allow experiment & change.”

Fair enough. But does it have to be expressed in the form of a basic error of logic?

The sentence "all cars should not be blagleans'No cars should be black." But thishst what he
meant; thisis as absolute as the behaviour he is trying to discourage.

What hewantsto say here, of course, is "not all cars should be black.” This allows that some cars can be
black, and some cars can be other colours.

There really is no excuse for such a basiordrr logic, and this particular error is far too common. Every
time | read another case | wonder why basic illiteracy seems to be spreading through the educational
community.

And this is not simply a matter of choice of expression, or of the changingenaitlanguage. It is a
matter of logic, not language, and logic, unlike language, does not vary with usage or over time.

For the uninitiated, the rules governing universals and negations are very simple:

AllN are P=No N are not P
No N are P = Al N am®t P

Not All N are P = Some N are not P
Not No N are P = Some N are P

That's pretty simple, hm? These rules can easily be proven usingiteéeVenn Diagrams

Want more? Here is a mommplete discussioof the equivalence of twéerm categorical statements
(from my Guide to the Logical Fallacies).

Now... let's keep those categoricals straight, shall we?

Moncton, March 282008


http://halfanhour.blogspot.com/2008/03/not-all.html
http://www.cognitive-edge.com/ceresources/presentations/Hong%20Kong%20March%202008.pdf
http://regentsprep.org/Regents/math/venn/LVenn.htm
http://onegoodmove.org/fallacy/convert_index.htm
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Educational Blogging

bL KAyl AGQa GKS Y2ald o0StHdziA¥FdzZ G22f 2F (GKS 62 NI
T Florence Dassylv@imard, fifthgrade student

The bell rings, and the halls of InstitutJatseph in Quebec City echo the clattettf fifth- and sixth

graders. Some take their chairs in the more traditional classroom on the lower floor. Others attend to
their projects in the large, open activity room upstairs, pausing perhaps to study one of the chess games
hanging on the wall beformeeting in groups to plan the current project. A third group steps up a half
flight of stairs into the small narrow room at the front of the building, one wall lined with pictures and
plastercine models of imagined aliens, the other with a bank of Appteaters.

This last group of students, eight or so at a time, fire up their browsers and log into their cyberportfolios,

a publication space that Principal Mario Asselin calls a "virtual extension of the classrobis Virtual

space is composed of thresets ofweblogs,or blogs:a classroom Web space, where announcements

are displayed and work of common interested is posted; a public, personal communication zone, where
students post the results of their work or reflection; and a private personal spaBed SNIISR F2NJ ad d
thoughts and teacher guidance.

Dominic OuellefTremblay, a fifthgrade student at Sioseph, writes: "The blogs give us a chance to
communicate between us and motivate us to write more. When we publish on our blog, people from

the ertire world can respond by using the comments link. This way, they can ask questions or simply tell
us what they like. We can then know if people like what we write and this indicate[s to] us what to do
better. By reading these comments, we can know ourkmegses and our talents. Blogging is an
opportunity to exchange our point of view with the rest of the world not just people in our immediate
environment.?

The students at Stoseph are reflective of a trend that is sweeping the world of online learthiagise

of weblogs to support learning. And even though the world of fifth grade may seem remote to educators
in the college and university system, these students, when they enter postsecondary education, may
have had more experience writing online foramdience than writing with a pen and paper for a

teacher. Such students will bring with them a new set of skills and attitudes.

Writes Asselin in his own bloilario toutde goh ¢ KS a0K22f T RYAYAAUNI A2y Q&
initiative was to offe students and teachers a support tool to promote reflective analysis and the

emergence of a learning community that goes beyond the school wallse'blogs fit the bill perfectly.

"l see more than 2,000 posts and nearly 3,000 comments," says Asseliau4® of that, | am able to

name what they do and see where it comes from. | can also figure out the directions they are taking and
how they do it.*
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Institut StJoseph is an unassuming, yelbvick school on a treéined road in the west side of Quebec

City. The students inside may be early adopters, but they are far from alone in their use of blogs. The
phenomenon known as blogging, or weblogging, is sweeping the Internet. A February 2004 report
published by the Pew Internet & American Life Project ddteat at least 3 million Americans have

created blogs, with similar numbers being seen worldwiéed schools have not been immune from

this trend. While nobody can say for sure just how many students are blogging, inside the classroom or
out, it seems lear that their numbers are equally impressive.

In his day job, Will Richardson is the supervisor of instructional technology at Hunterdon Central

Regional High School in Flemington, New Jersey. But online, Richardson is known as one of the leading
proponents of blogging in education and the maintainer of iWebloggEdWeb site. "More and more

teachers and schools are starting to experiment with the technology as a way to communicate with

students and parents,” he writes. Blogs are used to "archive antigbuttudent work, learn with far

Ftdzyad O2ftfF02NFG2NARY YR QYFIylF3aSQ (KS 1y2¢6f SR3IAS i

And the number of educational bloggers is growing daily. The Educational Bloggers Network, sponsored

by the Bay Area Writing &ject and Weblogger.com, is a community of some 120 teachers and

SRdzOF 2NBR Ay@2f @SR Ay o6ft233Ay3d ¢KS F2f{ft26Ay3 |y
.SNYyAS 52R3IST A& (eLAOlIfY bLGQA GKlnjtomhcdSof2 T asSy
pre-service English and foreign language teachers." The result: tvedgity new student blog§This

same pattern is being repeated in schools and universities across the United States and around the

world.

m <

In my own case, blogginge®8 R FTNBY GKNBS YI 22N RANBOGAZ2yad CANAE
Web http://www.downes.cg and that eventually becam@LDailyoriginated as a better means for me

to store bookmarks. Second, the bittgat becameNewsTrolloriginated as a series of posts by Pasty

Drone. Called/ledia Rant News Troll$ese were posted on the old Hotwired Threads. When eight of

dzax Ay OfdzZRAYy3I tladteé yR YeaStF RSOARSRBndaaet SI @S
And third, when | create@he Brandon Pagedte, about the city of Brandon, | created a blogging tool to
announce new links and events.

Today, the weblog is frequently characterized (and criticized) as (only) a set of personal comments and
obsedl GAZ2yad ! 221 G0 GKS KAAG2NR 2F ¢gSof233Ay3a akK
observes: "The original weblogs were lihven sites. Each was a mixture in unique proportions of links,
commentary, and personal thoughts and essays." Bookspaghats and raves, news, events: all were

fodder for the weblogger. Weblogs (so named in 1997 by Jorn BargerRobd WisdonWeb site)

began to be recognized as such in 1999 when Jesse James Garrett, the adftwsitvfbegan compiling

a list of 'other sites like his." Garrett sent this listBamWorl@a / I YSNRBY . I NNBGGX 6K2
his site. Soon after, Brigitte Eaton compiled a list of every weblog she knew about, creating the

Eatonweb Portal.There is no doubt that these early lists ieéncomplete; weblogging was springing up

around the Web more quickly than anyone realized.


http://www.downes.ca/
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Many writers assert that blogs came into their own only after the events of September 11, 2001. As
Charles Cooper writes, "If you were scouring the Internet favsxand context during those first terrible
hours, you could have done a lot worse than eavesdropping on theafreling miniuniverse of Web
logs chockablock with firdtand info and spirited commentary about what was going on. . . . For my
money, some bthe best stuff was being served up in this most unlikely veriue."

I myself spent the two days followingld updatingNewsTrollsAlthough we had covered and

commented on the tech boom, world events, and a presidential election, the events of Septeinber 1

brought home to me the immediacy of blogging. We ran ongoing coverage, submitted via SMS-to my e
YEAE S a 2yS 2F 2dz2NJ 26y YIRS KSNJ glé& FTNRBY (GKS Rdz
home on the west side. Blogging not only allowed ugssto the event; it made yzart of the event.

And with that, the form had indeed finally come into its own.

.FNBSNRA 2NAIAYLFE RSTFAYAGAZ2Y 2F | ¢Soft23 NBIFRa I a
newspage or a filter) is a webpage where a weler (sometimes called a blogger, or a-arézZNJF S NI W 2 3
all the other webpages she finds interesting. The format is normally to add the newest entry at the top

of the page, so that repeat visitors can catch up by simply reading down the page untiédohya link

they saw on their last visit:®

The personal journal, also widely popular in the late 1990s, actually developed independently of

weblogs. Personal journals, or online diaries, were described by Simon Firth as "direct, personal, honest,
amostLJr Ay FdzZ (2 NBFR yR &S0 02 YLIS tSaldnyad wriltehh Ay 0 dzi
Mphy = LISNEZYIf 22dNYyIfa 6SNB 2y (GKS OSNHS 2F SEGA
journals themselves, and soon everyone endedngstly writing about each other. Some of them got

famous, others got resentful:

(@]

The confusion between these two distinct forms is evident in the observations of commentators such as

I FOKSNRAYS {SALILI bLy 3ISYySNI t ary typchllg dzermd@tR (2 YSIy
boyfriend problems or techie news," she writes. "But after September 11, a slew of new or refocused

media junkie/political sites reshaped the entire Internet media landscape. Blog now refers to a Web

journal that comments onhte newg often by criticizing the media and usually in rudely clever tones

with links to stories that back up the commentary with evidente."

But this definitiomr which tries to characterize the blog by what it contairseems to miss the point.
Commentingy { SALIJIQa adGFiSYSydsx aS3 | 2d2NAKFyY GF1Sa | R
g NDf233SN) gK2 2Nl a o6& RIFIe& a || LINPFSaarazylt 22dz
worried about your final exams, you do the same thing: you use your blogkttwlyour friends and

NAGlIEta YR O02YYSyld 2y 6KIG GKS@QNB R2Ay3Id .23 LR
sometimes deeply personal, no matter what topic they approdéfie definitions of blogging offered

by bloggers, as opposed todabe offered by external commentators, follow this theme. Blogging is

something defined byormat and processnot by content.
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A blog, therefore, is and has always been more than the online equivalent of a personal journal. Though
consisting of regular (@hoften dated) updates, the blog adds to the form of the diary by incorporating

the best features of hypertext: the capacity to link to new and useful resources. But a blog is also
characterized by its reflection of a personal style, and this style magflaeted in either the writing or

the selection of links passed along to readers. Blogs are, in their purest form, the core of what has come
to be calledpersonal publishing

In the hands of teachers and students, blogs become something more again. Bhe yenow a
familiar piece of the educational landscape, and for those sites where personal publishing or
chronologically ordered content would be useful, blogs have stepped to theGooeked Timb&l a
Henry Farrell identifies five major uses for blageducation®*

First, teachers use blogs to replace the standard class Web page. Instructors post class times and rules,
assignment notifications, suggested readings, and exercises. Aside from the ordering of material by date,
students would find nothinginusual in this use of the blog. The instructor, however, finds that the use

of blogging software makes this previously odious chore much simpler.

Second, and often accompanying the first, instructors begin to link to Internet items that relate to their
2dzNES® aSal /2YYdzyAde /2ttS3SQa wAiOl 9FFElFYyRI F2N
comments about topics in archaeologyt K2 dzZ3K aSal Q& | NOKI S22t 238 2806 LJ
since 1995, blogging allows Effland to write what are in essshort essays directed specifically toward

KA&d ailddzRSyidaod 9FFfIlIYyRQaA SYiNASa INB y2i YSNB lyy?2
approach and interest in archaeology for his students.

Third, blogs are used to organizediass discussns. At the State University of New York at Buffalo, for
example, Alexander Halavais added a blog to his media law class of about 180 students. Course credit
was awarded for online discussion, with topics ranging from the First Amendment to libel tiavish
reform. As the course wound down with a discussion of nude bikers, Halavais questioned whether he
would continue the blog the following year because of the workload, but students were enthusiastic in
their comments'®

Mireille Guay, an instructor at-3oseph, notes: "The conversation possible on the weblog is also an
amazing tool to develop our community of learners. The students get to know each other better by
visiting and reading blogs from other students. They discover, in @meatening way, heir similarities
and differences. The student who usually talks very loud in the classroom and the student who is very
timid have the same writing space to voice their opinion. It puts students in a situation of etuity."

Fourth, some instructors are ungj blogs to organize class seminars and to provide summaries of
readings. Used in this way, the blogs become "group btog#dt is, individual blogs authored by a
group of people. Farrell notes: "It becomes much easier for the professor and studentess due
readings for a particular weekand if you make sure that people are organized about how they do fit,
the summaries will effectively file themselves."
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Finally, fifth, students may be asked to write their own blogs as part of their course grasatigdal
Technologist Lane Dunlop wrote about one class at Cornell College: "Each day the students read a chunk
of a book and post two paragraphs of their thoughts on the reading." In another class, French 304,
students were given a similar exercise. \gsinFrenchanguage blogging service called Monblogue,

Molly, a business student, posted a few paragraphs everytay.

What makes blogs so attractive, in both the educational community and the Internet at large, is their
ease of use. A blog owner can edlitupdate a new entry without worrying about page formats or HTML
syntax. Sebastian Fiedler, a media pedagogy specialist at the University of Augsburg in Germany, has
been monitoring the rise of blogs for a number of years. "Many lightweight;eftistert systems and

tools have emerged in the personal Webpublishing realm," he writes. "These tools offer a new and
powerful toolkit for the support of collaborative and individual learning that adheres to the patterns of
contemporary informatiorintensive workand learning outside of formal educational setting%."

The blogging tool is, at its heart, a form with two fields: title and entpnd the title field is optional.

Learning Media Consultant Jay Cross captures the concept with his Bloggar tool. "Blagesofimes

GAGK | LISNERZ2YIlIf 2S0aAiidsS F2N dK2asS 6K2 R2y Qi It NBI
dated entries, maintaining a chronological archive of prior entries. In the spirit of sharing inherent to Net
culture, the software and the persoh#/ebsites are usually freé"What needs to be kept in mind here

is that with respect to blogging tools, anything other than the entry field is a bell or whistle. Since the

essence of the blog is found in individual, dated entries, the essence of gitdotool is the entry

field.

Blogging software breaks down into two major categories: hosting services and installed applications.

Hosting service®\ hosting service is a Web site that will give you access to everything you need in order

to create a blg. It will offer a form for you to input your entries, some tools that allow you to create a

template for your blog, and access to some binilaccessories. Your blog is hosted on the hosting

service (hence the name), and the URL will typically reflé&ttrtK 2 a 0 Ay 3 aSNIBAOSQa | w[ @
hosting services are very similar to the services that allowed people to host their own Web sites

(services such as GeoCities or Angelfire) or their own discussions (services such as Yahoo! Groups or
ezboard).

The bestknown (and one of the earliest) hosting service is Blodugp:(/www.blogger.com), founded

by Pyra Labs. When the company was bought by Google early in 2003, it reporting having about 1.1
milionusers®?¢ KS . £ 233SNJ AYyGSNFI OS Aa y2i0 YdzOK Y2NB 02YL
field at the top allows you to submit an entry, while instructions and some options are provided in the

lower pane (after you post, the help disappears, and gani view and edit your previous posts).

Another major hosting service is LiveJourdtp(//www.livejournal.com), a name that speaks to the
side of blogging that began as an online diary. Far motban any other service, LiveJournal attempts
to foster a community of users, a strategy that used to be reflected in its terms of use: "LiveJournal
relies on the community it creates to maintain an enjoyable journaling environment. In order to



http://www.blogger.com/
http://www.livejournal.com/
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encouragehealthy community growth, new free accounts must be sponsored by a present member of
LiveJournal." LiveJournal reports more than 3 million accounts, with about half that in active status.

Other major blog hosting services include GrokSoup, Salon BlogBypeBad. Major international
hosting services include FarsiBlogs, for Iranian writers, and BlogsCN, for Chinese contributors.

Installed ApplicationsA remotely installed application is a piece of software that you obtain from the
provider and install oyour own Web site. These systems are similar to Wased applications such as
ColdFusion or Hypermail. Because of this, the number of users is much lower, but those who do use
them tend (arguably) to be more dedicated and more knowledgeable than thoseusd hosting
services. Installed applications are also more suitable for institutional use, since access can be
controlled.

Probablythebest y2 6y NBY20St & Ayaidl tMofaBe Typellt A OF GA2Y A& { A
(http://www.moveabletype.org. As shown in the screenshot from the Learning Circuits blogdyatk

(figure 1), Movable Type offers numerous options for the blog author, including extended entries. Most

school blogs use Movable Type. "We used thiglpct because it is free for use by educational
AyalAabdziazya adzOK a aOkKz22faxbh atrea GKS blraAzyl

t I jdzSG KIFa 2dzad O02YLX SG§SR g2 N)-Madawaska, gn Semerayyi NBE R Q!
school in wrthern New Brunswick, providing Weblogs to all its students and teachers. "In addition to its
semgopen source nature, Movable Type is written in Perl and can bedyaaéd by a MySQL database

system," Bingham adds. "Both of these products are also-@parce in nature. This allows us to

customize some of the features, rather than having to write something from the ground up. We were

Ffaz2 FtofS G2 aSid dzLJ Iy FTRRAGAZ2YyIf &aSOdzZNAGEe aeadasSy
features. A priva blog, viewable only by the teacher and a singular student, can be set up this way. This
allows the student and teacher to have a private means of feedback, as opposed to the public blog open

to the public.?

Figure 1
MEIVABLETYPE == = wom me r —



http://www.moveabletype.org/
http://www.educause.edu/er/erm04/erm0450_fig1.gif

48

Access :: Future

In midMay 2004, however, Six Af changed its pricing strategy for Movable Type, dramatically

increasing costs for sites with multiple blogs. This prompted a storm of protest from a blogging
O2YYdzyAle FSIFNFdZ 2F SHSYy 3INBFGSNI t AOSyvwablgy 3 OKI y3
Type is a dead end. In the long run, the utility of all4foee software approaches zero. All Heree

software is a dead end." And although Movable Type recanted, many bloggers moved to an open source
blogging tool, WordPressitp://wordpress.org/) **

lY20KSNI YF22N) AyadlftfSR LW AOFGA2Yy S YR 2yS 27F i
(http://radio.userland.con). This is an updated version of ma@mprehensive sitenanagement tools

4dzOK I'a CNRBYUASNI YR alyAflo® LyadSFR 2F NizyyAy3a 2
displays through a Web browser; blog entries are then uploaded to a Web site. In addition, "Radio

includes a powerfuhewsreader that allows you to subscribe to all of the sites you like. Radio will

automatically go out onto the Web and find new updates to sites like the NYTimes, the BBC, and

weblogs that you subscribe to every hodr."

'aSNJ FyRQa &2 ¥ lurch aNdypmilleloggmig®kperitnént, Weblogs at Harvard Law,

GKAOK gl a ONBIGSR 6KSYy | AaSNJIIYyRQa F2dzyRSNE 51 @S 2
O2yFSNBYOS Ay b2@SYoSNIuwunnuw OFffSR b2KI&inLa | I NDI
LI NG G2 S&aidlotAdaK bAyidStfSOlidat O2YYvydzyrAfieb | Y2y 3
Launched in February 2003, it allows anyone with a harvard.edaikaddress to create a weblog, and

a hundred or so staff and students have doneisoluding Philip Greenspun, John Palfrey, and an

anonymous blogger known only as "The Redhead."

I I NBF NRQ& SELISNASYOS Aff dza i NI-rinfislg m2diaSThaughthé K S LIA G F I
university administration had intended not to interferettviblog content sometimes a challenge, since

staff and students can be openly crititat was forced to step in when Derek Slater, a student, posted

internal memos from Diebold Election Systems, an electronic vatiachine manufacturer, on his blog.

The memos suggested that the machines faced numerous problems, and the company threatened legal
action against Slater and Harvard University.

¢tK2dzZaK (GKS O2YLIyeé NBINBIFIIGSR:I GKS LRGSYOGArt FT2N O
administration renains. In addition to posting copyrighted or protected information, students can get

into trouble for libelous content. For example, a Valley High School student in Nevada was reprimanded

for writing, "Kill Alaina!" (a classmate he found irritating) andrfaking a vulgar comment about a

teacher. In another case, a student at St. Martin High School in Mississippi was suspended for three days
after using her blog to call a teacher "pervertéd."

Despite the risks, teachers and students alike feel the benefake blogging well worthwhile, if for no
other reason than that blogs encourage students to write. As Rosalie Brochu, a studedbaefh,
observes: "The impact of the blogs on my day to day life is that | write a lot more and a lot longer than
the previous years. | also pay more attention when | write in my blog (especially my spelling) since |
know anybody can read my posts."


http://wordpress.org/).24
http://radio.userland.com/
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In one sense, asking why anyone would write a weblog is like asking why anyone would write at all. But
more specificallythe question is why anyone would write a weblog as opposed to, say, a book or a
journal article. George Siemens, an instructor at Red River College in Winnipeg and a longtime advocate
of educational blogging, offers a comprehensive list of motivating facta particular, he notes,

weblogs break down barriers. They allow ideas to be based on merit, rather than origin, and ideas that
are of quality filter across the Internet, "virbilkke across the blogosphere." Blogs allow readers to hear

the dayto-day thoughts of presidential candidates, software company executives, and magazine

writers, who all, in turn, hear opinions of people they would never otherwise ffear.

The students at Institut Stoseph learned about the communicative power of blogs firsthéimdthe

beginning, students anticipated the audience in a restricted circle," notes Principal Asselin. "According to

the comments about their work, they realized that a lot of people could react and be part of the

conversation. Each student received mdnan ten comments related to their posts. They had not fully

realized that the entire world could read ther'L. Y 3Ay S (KS @&2dzy3 aididzRSyiaqQ &
time after posting a review of a circus on their blog, someone from the circus read the r@viewrote

back!

But perhaps the most telling motivation for blogging was offered by Mark Pilgrim in his response to and
elaboration on "The Weblog Manifesto2 "NA G SNE A ff GNAGS ®Répéattlai S (1 KSe
over and over to yourself until yaget it. Do you know someone like that? Someone who does what

GKSe R23 y20 F2NI Y2ySe 2NJ Ift2NEB 2N 23S 2NJ D2R 2N
Oy Qild AYIFI3IAyS GKSY 6SAy3a lye 20KSNI g &Khb

t Af ANRAYQA Y20Ay3 RS Qcaltibdary do.yThedvkraindyis Rot ab&ut bbisSds who I &

R2y Qi ¢l yld SYLX28SSa (2 gNARGS ¢ Svithweldlogisng fodza K G K|
everybodyL y LI NI A Odzf F NE AF @2dz FSSt y2 SYLIVoKET y2 (67
then writing a weblog is probably not for you. This does not mean that you are not a part of the weblog

world. It merely means that you participate in a different way.

And herein lies the dilemma for educators. What happens when affoeeng medum such as blogging
interacts with the more restrictive domains of the educational system? What happens when the
necessary rules and boundaries of the system are imposed on students who are writing blogs, when
grades are assigned in order to get studemtsvrite at all, and when posts are monitored to ensure that
GKSe R2y Qi aleé GKS gNRBRy3a (KAYy3IaKkK

P FTOSNI NBUOdzZNYyAY T FNRBY || gNAGAYy3T GSIIOKSNAQ O2yFSNBY
at St. Louis Community College, explained the issue thisw bL QY y20i O2y @AYy OSRI K2
LINBaSyidSNa ¢gK2 OfFAYSR (2 06S o6f233Ay3 I NB | Oldz f ¢

d0dzRSyiGa dzasS o0f233Ay3 a2Fdgl NBxZ odzi LQY y2i0 O2y JA
For example, dogposting writing prompts for students constitute blogging? Are students blogging

when they use blogging software to write to those prompf&?"
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After three years of experimentation with Hi¥ebloggEdblog, Will Richardson also expressed his

doubts:"Byii @SNE yI (dz2NBZ FaaA3dySR o6ft233Ay3 Ay aoOKz22fa
how much we want to spout off about the wonders of audience and readership, students who are asked

to blog are blogging for an audience of one, the teacher." Whersémeester ends, "students drop

blogging like wet cement.” Richardson wants to teach students to write with passion, but he notes: "I
OFryQi fSiG GKSY R2 Al LI aarzyldaSte RdzS (G2 GKS AYyKS
with it."%*

It seems clear that although blogging can and does have a significant and worthwhile educational
impact, this impact does not come automatically and does not come without risks. As many writers have
noted, writing a weblog appears in the first instance to Hera of publishing, but as time goes by,

blogging resembles more and more a conversation. And for a conversation to be successful, it must be
given a purpose and it must remain, for the most part, unconstrained.

One of the criticisms of blogs, and espdgiatudent blogs is that the students write about nothing but

trivia. Examples can be seen all over the Internet. And how many students, when facing the blogging

screen, feel like "Matt," who writes: "Now each time | warily approach writing a blog emtsfad

GNRGAY3I AGXZ 2N F OGdzr £ f& & NAidhd, aftérall, what &Y Whedzgiveri KA y | A
their own resources to draw on, bloggers, especially young bloggers, can become frustrated and may
eventually report having "committed theltimate blogging sin of losing interest in myséff."

As Richardson says, blogging as a genre of writing may have "great value in terms of developing all sorts
of critical thinking skills, writing skills and information literacy among other things. @éh texposition

and research and some other types of analytical writing already, | know. Blogging, however, offers
students a chance to a) reflect on what they are writing and thinking as they write and think it, b) carry

on writing about a topic over a stagned period of time, maybe a lifetime, and ¢) engage readers and
audience in a sustained conversation that then leads to further writing and thinfing."

Good conversations begin with listening. Ken Smith, an English teacher at Indiana Universitys.explai

bal @6S a42YS F2f1a oNARGS Fifldx SywLiie LRaida 2N o6FR
60KS2 2dzald | NBy QandaiNSO IRABAINF > AK/S 268/ SI NESYWAIS ONB & LJ2 Y RA Y 2
FNBYy Qi NBIFRAY3I |y & arfvinglde td\aiparti ihe fifs? astimist be toiistea, beffoke]

venturing forth with an opinion. Smith suggests, "Instead of assigning students to go write, we should

assign them to go read and then link to what interests them and write about whye# dod what it

means.®’

¢CKS 2dzNE A& adAft 2dzi> odzi a wAOKIFINRaz2y ada3asSada
blogging might be." As Smith writes, "It is through quality linking . . . that one first comes in contact with

the essential ets of blogging: close reading and interpretation. Blogging, at base, is writing down what

you think when you read others. If you keep at it, others will eventually write down what they think

gKSYy GKS& NBFIR @2dz | yR @2 dewfreblm & yium&nbnhectigiB's NB I £ Y
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But it is more than merely assigning topics to blog about. As Jeremy Hiebert, a Web designer and

ANY Rdzl S &adGdzRSy G Ay /FyFRIFIZ 02YYSydas fpdtidS aSSy
or reflective journaklements. . . . As soon as these activities are put into the context of school, focused

on topics the students are unlikely to care about much, they automatically lose a level of authenticity

and engagement. These disengaged students{moters andwritdtNR | f A1 S0 62y Qi 3ISaG G¢F
of true reflective learning no matter how good the instruction and tools &te."

5SaLIAGS 200A2dza | LIISFNI yOSas of233Ay3a AayQild NBIff
process, the outcome that occeimore or less naturally if everything else has been done right. Blogging

is about, first, reading. But more important, it is about reading what is of interest to you: your culture,

your community, your ideas. And it is about engaging with the contenwatidthe authors of what you

have read reflecting, criticizing, questioning, reacting. If a student has nothing to blog about, it is not

because he or she has nothing to write about or has a boring life. It is because the student has not yet
stretched outto the larger world, has not yet learned to meaningfully engage in a community. For

blogging in education to be a success, this first must be embraced and encouraged.

From time to time, we read about the potential of online learning to bring learninglifiefoto engender
workplace learning or lifelong learning. When Jay Cross and others say that 90 percent of our learning is
informal, this is the sort of thing they mean: that the lessons we might expect to find in the classroom
work their way, through adirnative means, into our dap-day activities.

Blogging can and should reverse this flow. The process of reading online, engaging a community, and
reflecting it online is a process of bringing life into learning. As Richardson comments, "This [the

bloggid LINP OS&ae 2dzad asSSvya G2 YS (G2 0SS Of2aSN) G2 GK
those things happening anywhere in traditional education.” And he asks: "Could blogging be the needle

that sews together what is now a lot of learning in iswatwith no real connection among the

RAAOALE AySakK L YSIy dzZ GAYFGSt&@s INByQli ¢S GNRAyY3
blogging is all about?"

Notes
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Mario Asselin, Mireille Guay, Dominic Ouelleemblay, Florence Dassy8amard, Hugo De

Larochelliere, JeaRhilippe L. Coté, and RagaBrochu, and to all the rest of my friends in the

blogosphere you know who you are.
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How To Be Heard

Every man is the hero of his own steBylan Hunt

Writing a blog can be a lonely business. How many blogs have been started to languish with no readers
day after day, week after week? Others, seemingly inexplicably, attract thousands of readers, hundreds
of links.

What's the differeice between them? After all, when you look at these popular blogs, you see nothing
that you couldn't write yourselfywouldwrite yourself (if only you had some readers). Is it really just a
matter of being part of the 'in group'?

The short answer is, paally, yes. People link to people they read, and they read people they know.
Popular blogs build up a following over time, establish a level of trust (or at least a reputation for being
interesting). Creating a popular blog is, for better or worse, likagpebpular at a party. It's pretty easy

to be on the outside, a wallflower, wanting but never able to be a part of the conversation.

This guide will help you change that. It won't turn you into Instapudit or Scripting News. These are
special cases; they gto their position by virtue of a push not available to most of us. But it will get you
started. It will get you some readers, and make you a part of the conversation.

Plan

It is possible to launch a blog without a plan. But the probability of succeagcis lower.

It may not appear to be so because of my informal style @ubailywas in planning for months before
it actually launched. My firstbortive attemptactually failed miserably, though it taught me some
lessons. In the end | draw from another project | was working onifthé/uniMall newsletter

Purpose
Why do you want to write a blog? No, seriously! If you don't kmdw you're doing something, you
won't knowwhat you're doing.

The MuniMall Newsletter had a very clear sense of purpose. It was-ttmwarth and pragmatic. It was
a means to an endhe purpose wasn't merely altruistic, but rather, was in response to some specific
corporate goals.

This will be true for you too (and you may as well be honest about it, at least with yourself). The purpose
of your blog may be to make your name knownattract people to your web site, and to show what
you can do.


http://www.laurabertram.net/eldoradodrift/episodes/ep_310.html
http://www.downes.ca/news/OLDaily
http://www.downes.ca/cgi-bin/website/view.cgi?dbs=Article&key=964812384
http://www.munimall.net/newsletter/concept.nclk
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Most blogs display a certain amount of siglferest. Some blogs promote a social or political agenda.
Other blogs are designed to promote a product or service. What you will notice is tladitsuccessful
blogs,there's something in it for the author

At the same time, there does need to bemealtruistic purpose, some element of the blog that exists
not to serve the author's interests but rather to serve the readers' interests. For,aftdfrthe reader
gets nothing out of the blog, why would they read it?

Write out the purpose of your blog. This will be the core of your blégisutpage. This should be the
first page you write, ad easily accessible from every page on your blog.

Content
What are you going to write about?

If you are not clear about what to write about, then your blog will be forever a blank page staring at you,
challenging you to be creative, but resisting forndefinition.

Many people start a blog thinking that they will simply write about whatever is important to them, and
then after weeks of noctivity, find that nothing is so important that it deserves to be written.

OLDailyfor example, focuses very clearly not only on the topic area of integdine learning but
also on thetype of content that will be covered: "it reflects a rising trend, it describes a new approach to
online learning, it recentes our thinking. Only items which look forward are included in OLDaily."

What are you going to write about? The best answer to this question is found in the quegtiando
you rea® Check your bookmarks (if you don't have bookmarks, start bookmarkimgstthat you have
read and enjoyed). What's on your bookshelf? Make a list (no, readlige a list. What do you listen to,
what do you watch on television, what types of movies to you watch, what do you talk about when
you're with friends?

Collect all 6this information and organize itfind not only the topic of the material, but also tiygpe of
material. When | look at my bookshelf, | find not only philosophy and programming texts but also a lot
of science fiction, some political writing, historicaln-fiction and essays on the mind. My bookmarks,
meanwhile, reveal more technology sites and (not surprisingly) quite a few education technology and e
learning sites. Is it any wonder that my focus is, not merely on learning, but duottire of learnirg

with technology?

The point here is that it is better not to focus on some specific topic, the way a university course does,
but rather, to aim at some sort @fitersectionthat touches orall of your interests. Anybody can write
about elearning, butonly youcan write about themes found inlearning, romance fiction and

skydiving. What would that look like? | haven't a cltigat's why | would need to ready your blog.

Don't just pick something and say "I'm going to write about that." Study yourselfwaite about the
things you're already thinking about.


http://www.downes.ca/news/about_old.htm
http://www.downes.ca/news/OLDaily.htm
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Support

You are probably thinking, as you start your blog, that you can get your ideas, like Neil Gainhtdn,
your head But Neil Ganan is a liar (I mean that in the fondest and most respectful way). Your ideas
don't spring from your brain fully formed lik&allas from the forehead of ZeuA lot goes into the
creation of an idea (eveshort haltbaked ones like the ones in OLDaily).

When you look at a blogger's website you'll find a lot of what | call support: on the side there may be a
blogroll, on another page there may be a list of links and useful resources, after each postithbesa
space for comments, and more. These supports aren't so much for the reader as for the blogger: they
are the sources for his or her ideas. Look at the blogger's desktop and you'll find more supports:
newsletter subscriptions, mailing lists, and rao

The point here is that all writingeven fiction writing- is to a large degregeactive It has its origins in

the prompts and stimuli that inform a person's everyday life. Readers that want to be writers recognize
this, and organize and cultivateghle supportsDave Pollard writethat we need to learn how to

observe the world. This means opening our eyes.

And then what? As Gaiman says, "You get ideas when you ask yourself simplengu@$tgomost

important of the questions is just, What if...? ... Another important question is, If only... And then there
are the others: | wonder... ('l wonder what she does when she's alone...") and If This Goes On... ('If this
goes on telephones are guyj to start talking to each other, and cut out the middleman...") and Wouldn't

it be interesting if... (‘Wouldn't it be interesting if the world used to be ruled by cats?’)..."

Me? | have a vision of what the wourld will be likegbould be likeit's hard for me to distinguish). And

| look at things as they are, and | ask, "How does this lead to that future world?" or "From the point of
view of that future world, what's wrong with this?" My future world isn't fully formed eithbut bit by

bit througha thousand reflections, it is slowly being constructed in my mind and reflected in my writing.

Process

When are you going to write? A common complaint of welddbloggers is that they have no time.
Strictly speaking, of course, this is false: they havéenss time than any of us, but they choose to spend
it doing something other than blogging.

Sure, you could write a blog post whenever the feeling strikes yloat's how | write my articles, like
this one. But withousomediscipline, one day will slidato a week, one week will slide into two, and
then you'll have no readers because you aren't writing anything.

No good writing exists without a process (it is arguable that publishers create great writing not by the
promise of a paycheque (which most ters disdain) but by the imposition of deadlines, which forces
the writer to write something, anything, in order to avoid their wrath).

The MuniMall newsletter publishes once a week, whether or not there is any news. OLDaily publishes
five days a week, takg weekends off. Look aDave Pollard's sitand you'll see somethingvery day
sometimes the content is a bit of a stretch, like yesterday's conversation with a mushroom. But the



http://www.neilgaiman.com/exclusive/essay03.asp
http://www.neilgaiman.com/exclusive/essay03.asp
http://www.fjkluth.com/athena1.html
http://blogs.salon.com/0002007/2005/07/11.html
http://blogs.salon.com/0002007
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point here isn't to creat something great every dayhe point here is tareateevery day, and through
that very process, in time, something great will emerge.

If you don't give yourself a schedule, you won't be successful. It's as simple as that. So plandisad
will yourschedule be? How much time (and when) will you alloeatry dayor nearly every day, or at
the very least, every week) to write and publish?

Now you have a plan.

Design

This isn't really the place for a long thesis on design. Nonetheless, some weidwader, as the
guality of a blog's design has an impact on readership. People don't read what they can't read, or find
difficult to read. Design makes your content accessible, and that increases your readership.

Services lik&loggerhave taken almost all of the work out of design, offering as the service does a
selection of quality templates for your blog. Other blogging services do much the same thing. Most blogs
these days look more or less the same. That's googlou. It gives you a starting point. It also gives you
thousands of examples to draw from.

Almost every blog out there uses one of the default designs from Blogger or some other blogging
service, but if you look at thenost popular blogen the web, almost none of them do. This is not a
coincidence. The predesigned templates are good, but good designers can do better.

What do the designs of popular blogs have in common?

- They are easy to read. Thatprobably the most crucil aspect. You wélerget eyestrain reading
them - the fonts are big and clear, and there's lots of white space.

- They load quickly. A slow page load is death for a blog. Web readers are notorious for their lack of
patience. Mae than a second or two delay and you've lost half your readership.

- They have a unique visual identity. Even with advertising (which most top blogs have these days)
nobody will confusé&oingBoingvith Daily Kos

- They are light. Unless you are thest page in the universgu cannot get away with a black
background and yellow text.

- They are simple. Most of the top blogs haverader design than any of the Blogger themes (and the
Blogger themes are pretty minimal). LookZatveneticslt's hard to be much simpler than that.

- They use font sizes well. Not only is their body text largkeasy to read, their headlines and page
breaks stand out. Look &izmodo Large, clear (and short!) headlines, for quick and easy recognition.


http://www.blogger.com/
http://www.technorati.com/pop/blogs/
http://www.boingboing.net/
http://dailykos.com/
http://www.downes.ca/post/2
http://www.davenetics.com/
http://www.gizmodo.com/
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- They use colour well. Each of the top blogs has a simple and regbigniolour themelnstapundit
black, red and greypaily Kosorange and white. Like sports teams.

When you plan your own blog design, you need to take each of these thingscicwant. It is worth
drawing some sketches on paper to see what it will look like (and if you can't design your own blog, it
will be essential).

Font
The font is the typestyle used in the text of your blog.

With very few exceptions, you want your fontle sansserif- fonts like Helvetica or Arial. They are a
lot easier to read. Eight of the top ten blogs on Technorati use-sarifsfonts.

If you absolutelynustuse serif font, then you will have to pay attention to readability. Your font size will
haveto be larger, and you will have to provide extra leading between the lines (théaaynetics
does.

In your CSS, fonts should be definegdint sizesnot pixels or inches. A font of 11pt will look pretty
muchthe same on every computer monitor, while a font of 11px will look too large on some and tiny on
others.

Speed
There are three major things that slow down page loads:

- Amount of content. Do not put your life's work on your home page. Put the last waekis(or maybe
the last month's work) on your home page. Sites like Blogger will manage this automatically (but not
always well).

- Images. You should have imagdisey add a lot to your website. But remember that if an image is 28K
then it will take a fll second to load for someone with a 28K modem. And if it's 149K then the person
will go to some other site long before your image loads.

- Doodads. Things like Java applets or Flash animations, content from remote sites (like Blogroller or
Technorati), ad other things that require a special action by your browser slow down page loads. Avoid
these like the plague.

Colour Scheme
You are going to have a light background, a dark text colour, and a limited set of highlight colours. Live
with it.

That said, yoean have a distinctive look and feel. Begin by designing the graphical elements of your
blog, and most especially, the blog banner. Note that the blog banner need not occupy the entire top of
the page. It typically contains a distinctive image or grag@nd,the name of the blog.


http://instapundit.com/
http://dailykos.com/
http://www.davenetics.com/
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Then draw your site colours from your graphical element. The text should correspond to the darkest
colour in the image black, or close to attack. The background should be almost the lightest (not pure
white, if you can avoid)it Headlines and links comprise mnahge colours. Choose only two or three
colours; more, and the sense of a colour schentess

Design
Web pages are typically designed in columns, and unless you areaahgardeartist, your decisions
come down to:

- How many columns, two or three?
- Liquid layout or static layour?

The number of columns usually depends on your website as a whole. Typically, the large main column
contains the weblog content, that is, the daily posts and (maybe) images. A smallenamamins

links to the About page, archives, the RSS feed, and the blogroll. Thus, for most blogs, two columns is
sufficient. However, if you have a large number of pages on your website containing articles, links and
other resources, then you should hatteee columns: one for internal navigation, one for external
navigation, and one for main content.

'Liquid layout' is layout that expands or shrinks with the browser window. Static layout stays the same
size all the time. The advantage of liquid layouh&t the blog does not look tiny on very large screens.
However, it is difficult to design and some elements (such as photos) do not resize well. Consequently,
many bloggers use a minimum static page width (usually about 760 pixels, just enough tdfawser
window on a typican 800x600 screen.

If You Can't Design Web Pages...
Then you are at a disadvantage. Fortunately the default templates in Blogger and other weblog engines
are acceptable, if not outstanding.

If you can, get a friend of colleague avban design your site to do so for you; typically, site design is
something that can be done once and then left alone for a while.

At the very least, you can start with a Blogger template and experiment with it. Or you can look at the
source of a websitgou like and see how they designed it. Or you can draw from generic templates that
are already out there glish is arextraordinarily usefulvebsite.

Because, the nice thing about the web is, you can do amgthdu want with the simplest of tools. You
can design your entire website from scratch with little more than Notepad (and maybe a beer). The web
is, at its very core, accessible to anyone to design as they please.

Implement


http://glish.com/css/home.asp
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Unless you have very good reasdor doing otherwise, use a blogging or content management tool of
some sort.

This is not because it will make your blog easier to implement. In fact, if you are using your own custom
design, and not the default templates, it can actually make it &dnitler. It means you will have to
adapt your design to the templates supplied by the tool, which can be adansuming process.

Rather, it is because the tools will offer better integration with the blogosphere as a whole than your
custommade website.tlis beyond the ability of most people to program these themselves (not because
they can't do it, but because it takes a certain amount of time to write these programs, and most people
don't have that kind of time).

For example, when you create a new pgsty want it to be picked up by a blog aggregation service.
These services are searched by many people, and they also offer topical feeds, places where your
content might stand out. Many services need to be pingediegsribed hereYou can write this code
yourself, or you can let your blogging tool do it for you.

In addition, many weblogs support a service cailedkback Basicallywhat happens is that if you write
a post about someone else's post, trackback sends a message to the other person, allowing that
person's software to provide a link to your post.

These tools (and there are many of them) are constantly growing and chaBgingiless you want to
get involved in blog programming in a big way, use a tool.

But what tool? That depends on what you want to do and how important your blog is going to be to you.

Ideally, what you want to do is set up an account with an internet septovider (ISP), get your own
domain name, and use a blogging or content management package provided by the ISP. Why?

- you will get a URL that people can rememblike www.downes.ca (and a matching email, like
stephen @downes.ca)

- when you change sdols, jobs, or whatever, your website address will not change
- you will have more control over the content of your website

- you will be able to add features that might not be supported by your institution or a blog hosting
service

Do your homework. Askgople who you know about website hosting services (for those who wonder:
my news websitelewsTrollsis hosted bylaguar LLfor the last few years and I've been very happy
with them; OLDaily, which attracts much more traffic, is-belted at NRC).

If you look at the demdaguar control pansfou'll notice (in the right hand column) that several self
installing scripts (sth as PHINuke) are offered. These are quite literally ecleek installations. This is



http://www.jspwiki.org/wiki/WeblogsPing
http://www.cruftbox.com/cruft/docs/trackback.html
http://www.newstrolls.com/
http://www.jaguarpc.com/
http://www.jaguarpc.com/demo.html
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typical for internet service providers, and you can shop around for a service that offers the blogging or
content management system you want.

People in the field of edrational technology may want to look at James Farmecsrporated
subversiorhosting service. Like Jaguar, it offers a range of-taading software, not just blogging tools
but alsoTikiwikifor collaborative authoring anifloodle, a learfning management system.

If you choose to go this route, then | would recommend one of the following:

- WordPress this is a straightforward blogging tool, very similar to Blogger or Moveable Type, simple,
reliable and (these days) widely supported.

- Drupal- use this if you want more than just a blog, but also something like aneocdbmmunity with
various resource pages, membership, and the link (note: most people won't become members of your
site; they already have their own si@se Drupal for a collaborative project or if you want much more
flexibility than a blogging tool).

What About Blogger?

Blogger is a great tool. Though there are many blog hosting serlit®s! SpaceSalon Blogs
LiveJournglTypePadnd more, Blogger is far ahead of them (in my opinion) for one simple reason:
speed.

Getting a Blogger account isn't as good as getting your own hosted service, because you are now
completely dependent on theange of services offered by Blogger, and because your blog identity is
now subsumed (to a degree) under Blogger's. But:

-ltis free
- it is easy to use
- it is excellent for beginners

Honestly, though, survey the landscape (I've provided enough linkstbeyet you started) and pick
something you're comfortable with. Take the time; you'll be spending a lot of time on your site, so you
should be comfortable with it.

Set Up Your Site
Once you've chosen your service, set up your template, create your "Atage and any background
pages you want to add, then try a few test posts to see what they look like.

Try to view your design on several systems and using several browsers (at the very minimum, test your
design on both Internet Explorer and Firefox, amdv@indows, Linux and Apple).

Go to a local cybercafe and test viewing your blog. While you're at the cybercafe, try entering a blog
post (after all, you need to be sure you can post to your blog while you're travelling).


http://incsub.org/?page_id=36
http://incsub.org/?page_id=36
http://tikiwiki.org/
http://moodle.org/
http://wordpress.org/
http://drupal.org/
http://spaces.msn.com/
http://www.salon.com/blogs/
http://www.livejournal.com/
http://www.typepad.com/
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You are now ready to begin blogging

Blog
For readers wondering how (as the title suggested)adibard itmay have seemed like it took a long
time to get to this point, three sections and hundreds of words to be precise.

And if you have followed the suggestions above, it will seem likvgaone a lot of work with no
return at all thus far after all, you haven't even written your first blog post yet, much less generated
any readers.

But it is important to emphasize here that the work you've done to get ready will be reflected in every
post, every word, that you type in the future. Your blog will look like the work of someone who has
thought through what he or she wants to do and who has implemented that plan in a professional
manner.

And your blog posts will not only seem better, theyl ive better.
But now you are ready to blog. It's time to get into the daily routine.

Generate an Information Flow

Set up an account iloglinegor some otheRSS aggregajoand input the RSS feeds from sites you
already read (here is the list sites | reado get you started if you click on theexportyou can generate
the list as OPML, which you camport into your own Bloglines account).

Go toYahoo! Groupsset up an account, and searfor groups that interest youdoogle Grouptoo,

though honestly, | don't use Google groups). Do a Google search for mailing lists in your areas of interest
(use phrases from your About page in your searCheck major publications such as newspapers and
magazines who may offer topgpecific email newsletters or RSS feeds.

The idea here is to set up a constant flow of information into your computer. Don't worry about being
overwhelmed; you can always cuilet useless sources later. Be ready, though, to read ruthlessly and
aggressively. Scan headings and subject lines, immediately delete those that don't catch your interest.
Linger only on items that definitely interest you.

Write Your Post
And pick one (aelast one- | generally write six to eight short items, but my style is very different from
most bloggers) to write about.

Keep in mind that you are not merely restating what the other person has already said. Your readers
already have access to that contethey may already subscribe to that RSS feed (though if you cast
your net widely enough, you will be able to introduce new things to readers, which always increases
your value).

What you want to do now is tadd valueto the item you are writing about.


http://www.bloglines.com/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/News_aggregator
http://www.bloglines.com/public/Downes
http://www.bloglines.com/export?id=Downes
http://www.bloglines.com/help/faq#import
http://groups.yahoo.com/
http://groups-beta.google.com/
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How? Well, you might want to consider the methodology outlined in one of my other papers.iples
for Evaluating WebsiteqRead the article and offer an assessmeithe resource. Is it reliable? Can it be
trusted? Does your experience support what the author is saying?

Or, as suggested above, you can ask one of the ‘what if' questions listed by Neil Gaiman. Suppose you
read an announcement of a new product: whagviery teacher used that product in the classroom?
Would it work? Suppose you read abouteafucational theoryWhat if we taught children that way.

Would they learn?

As time goes by, arak you consider more items, you will settle into your own style. Some people relate
resources to their personal experience in the classroom, other people evaluate developments according
to whether they contribute to open source, still others assess ressufar empirical support,

theoretical soundness, or consistency with government policy.

The idea here is that you will over time develogritical stancewith respect to the material you read, a
frame of referencéhat assists you in understanding, putiimto context, and assessing resources. This
is a good thing, and you should watch for it as it develops in your wridiog't force if just let it flow as
you respond to individual items.

You may be thinking, "Well, that's not very original. All I'mdas responding to things." That may be,

but if you can't respond well, you have no hope of creating from scratch. In order to create even one
thing worth reading, you need to establish a frame, and there's no shortcut to establishing a frame; you
have b assemble it atom by atom over weeks, months and years of blogging.

Nobody said this would be quick.

Eventually...
Eventually, you should acquire something like the following habit: if it needs to be written, blog it.

Taking notes at a lecture or seminddg it. Responding to an email? Blog it (assuming you aren't giving
away trade secrets). Got kudos for or a complaint against some product or service? Blog it. Don't just
react to content online use your entire life as raw materials for your blog. Alsvgeeping in mind, of
course, the purpose and content of your blog you designed at the outset.

This article, for example, didn't just spring up out of the blue because | felt one day like advising people
how to be heard lt is the result of an email regseasking the question, "How do | join the blog
conversation?" Only, instead of writing a quick and not very good email response to one person, |
decided to write a longer and more detailed article that would help many people.

Well, at least, Assumet will help (but as a blogger, you can't worry about that).

Market

Even if you do everything I've described above, nobody will read your blog.


http://www.downes.ca/cgi-bin/website/view.cgi?dbs=Article&key=1121531748
http://www.downes.ca/cgi-bin/website/view.cgi?dbs=Article&key=1121531748
http://www.elearnspace.org/Articles/connectivism.htm
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Well, not nobody. You may get the occasional visitor from an aggregator search. But you won't really be
participatihg in a community because, for the most part, the community will not know you exist.

Your Blog Is Your Identity
If you have followed the advice above, you have a good blog address, a URL that in some way expresses
your name or who you are. A URL like dew.ca or internettime.com or incsub.org.

As a ruleevery place you would put your name, include your blog address
- If you have business cards, put your blog address on your card (and if you don't have cards, get some)

- If you send an email, make sureu have a proper signature that includes both your email address
(because Outlook often hides them) and your blog address

- If you publish an article or essay, ask the publisher to include your blog address in the byline
- If you go to a conference, pubyr blog address on your nametag

And don't forgetput your name on your blodlog posts that cannot be attributed are much less likely
to be cited by anyone (and if they're not cited, they're not read).

Register
Though your results will be mised, it impably a good idea to register your blog with some major
aggregator services, especialighoo! Technoratiand Feedser.

When you register your blog, make sure you enter complete information. For example, some sites will
want to know the location of your RSS or Atom feed (using Blogger? Your feed address is your website
address plus 'atom.xmifor example, http://hafanhour.blogspot.com/atom.xml). Create your

description from your About page. Don't be wordy, but don't leave stuff out.

Robin good has a good list of places to submit your tltg://www.masternewmedia.org/rss/top55/

Launch
You only get to launch once, so do it right.

Make sure you have some good content ready for people to r@acbuple week's worth of posts (you
may already be attracting readers, so put a note on your site making it cleaydbaare in "prelaunch
mode").

Pick a day that will be the actual launch of your blog.

On that day, crefe a 'launch’ post that will introduce your blog to new readers. explain why you've
created a blog and what readers can expect to find in it (this wilkbe a summary of your About

page).


http://add.yahoo.com/fast/add?17051064
http://www.technorati.com/
http://www.feedster.com/
http://www.masternewmedia.org/rss/top55/
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Write ashortemail announcing the launch of your blog. Describe the purpose and content of the blog,
identify yourself clearly, and make sure the blog address is in the email (don't forget the 'http://'
otherwise,people won't be able to click on it).

Send this email to everyone you know. Apologize at the top of your email for "duplicate postings", and
send it to every mailing list you subscribe to. Make it clear that thisasrech

Is this spamming?
Emphaticail, no.

First of all, you are sendimgersonal emailso people you knownot a machine generated advertisement
to a bunch of people you've mer heardof.

Secondly, because they are your friends (or at least, people who read the same mailing list loeydo),
will want to know that you've started a blog.

Any possible lingering resentment will be tempered by the fact that you've sent your emadrardy

Engage
To get people to visit your blog home, you have to visit them and leave some sort of calling car

- When you read someone's blog, if you have something to add, leave a comment. Most blogs require
that you include your email and blog address (and even if they don't, make sure you leave your address).
But note:don't add a comment unless you have stimmgy to add Think of a comment as a gift to the

author, something nice you leave as a way of thanking them for their work. Even criticisms should be
written this way.

- As you read posts in mailing lists, send a response from time to bt just say"Read my blog for

a comment." Put your full comment in email (unless it's 20 pages-lbagas a rule, you should not be
writing many things that are 20 pages long). Your comment establishes your credibility, and if people
find you credible, some (thah by no means all) will follow the tactful link in your signature.
Remember, your purpose here isddd to the discussigmot to promote yourself.

- From time to time, as appropriate, send emails to pleowho write magazine or newspar article.
Again,your purpose is tgive them somethinghey can use. Even a criticism should be worded in such a
way as to suggest that, if they looked at something from a different point of view, they may find
something new to say about it (and hence, be able to writewa article- after all, writers are looking

for ideas t00).

- After having written a few posts, new bloggers should send an introductory email to those bloggers
they perceive to be leaders in the field. Your responses will vary, depending on the bmggiwn't

take the responses (or lack of a response) personally. The more popular a blog, the more impact a link
has. As a result, the most popular bloggers (the ones in the Technorati Top 100, say) get hundreds of
such emails a day (people like me geloaen a day).
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- Go to conferences. | get more readers from conferences than anywhere else. Bring your (possibly new)
business cards. Give them to vendors (Whithread your blog, if only in the hope of finding a new
customer). Give them to people you tdtkat socials and parties. Participate in the discussions at
conferences. If you give a presentation, put your blog address on the first and last pages of your slides,
in bigtext (and leave the last page up while you are answering questions).

Be Generous
In your own blog, be generous to your sources.

You may not hear from readers if you are merely posting content without acknowledgement, but you
can be sure there are bloggers out there saying, "Why doesn't he credit his sources?"

If you look at my blogyou will see the notation, "Viaome blog This is to indicate, and credit, the
source of the information. Credit thactualsource, not the source you think you would have, or should
have, gotten it from. Sure, you magad\Wired Newsevery day, but if you learned of a Wired News
article first fromAbject Learninggive them credit.

Always link to any post you are dissing.

Why is this important? People who blethe people you are trying to engage with, to get to hear you
typically scan blog aggregators for mentions of their own name. It's a bit like surveying the room in a
party to see who's looking at you. Anjlst like at a party when someone looks at you, don't look
away,look backand maybe smile, to show that you're a friend).

If you look at my Bloglines subscriptions, you will see a section called 'me and mine'. Here is where |
scan the blogosphere foeferences to my own blogPubSubTechnoratj FeedsterBlogdiggeand
more. If you link to me, that means that (eventuallif)find you

Now the point here is, I'm not being egotistical (much) wheearch for references to my own name

and my own blog. Nor either will you be when you do the same. There is a very pragmatic purpose:
people who link to me are more likely to be talking about things that interest me. They are good
potential sources ofontent and ideas, blogs | might want to subscribe to, perhaps even write a post in
response to.

Note that | won't link to everything, nor subscribe to everything. Neither will you; nobody has the time
nor the energy for that. You may read dozens of things day and link to one. So you should be
surprised- or hurt - if other people demonstrate the same common sense.

The main point here: if you are generous in acknowledging the (genuine) contributions other people
make to your work, they are more likely find you.

Highlight Certain Content
From time to time you will produce something of extraordinary importance or value. When this happens
(andonlywhen this happens) make a special effort to ensure people are able to find it.


http://www.downes.ca/
http://www.wirednews.com/
http://careo.elearning.ubc.ca/weblogs/brian/
http://atom.pubsub.com/12/1d/51ccc3b94cb8e82e55482f4df1.xml
http://www.technorati.com/search/www.downes.ca
http://www.feedster.com/search.php?hl=en&ie=UTF-8&q=downes&sort=date
http://www.blogdigger.com/search.jsp?q=%22Stephen+Downes%22&sortby=date
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After all, most people infte world don't read your blog and aren't so interested in your daily posts. But
theywill be interested in something extraordinary.

- Send an email to some prominent bloggers in your field advising that you have something of extra
value. Keep the email shipoffering a clickable link directly to the item and a short paragraph describing
the content.

- Send an email to mailing lists in your field. For example, after writing this item{ kn emailto the
WWWEDU mailing list. Why this list? because it is made up of more educators than, say, the RSS
developers list (to which | didot send a notice) and more likely to find this article useful.

- If appropriate, make sure the people in yourmwarganization are aware of your accomplishment.
Send a similar email to 'all staff' in your division or department. This not only provides them with access,
it gives management the information they need to market your department (or even bgtey,

Things You Can't Help

| said at the outset that the advice in this article won't make you another Instapundit. You may have
observed, as well, that | don't follow some of my own advice (I don't ping, for example, and | don't use
trackback).

Blogging is a natork phenomenon, and that means that it is subject to the principles of network
dynamics. And one of the major principles is: the first people in the network have an unfair advantage.
Because they were first, when other people search for things to reag,dhe more likely to be found.

And as they are found by more people, the more likely they are to be found by other people.

Moreover, some bloggers can improve their position by getting a pi&h/Vheaton for example, isn't

a great blogger; by any standards, he's average, maybe even less than average. But Wil Wheaton played
Wesley Crusher in Star Trek: The Next Generation. That's exposure (afid papularity) that most of

us can't hope to get.

Indeed, if yodook at the bloggers at the top of the Top 1@fl,of them got some sort of external push.
Some of them have converted their popularity as magazine writers or authors into some blog goodness.
Others (such as Dave Winer) created popular internet appbicatand became the default selection for
many readers. Still others (suchRswerLing used a political organization to gain popularity. Some
marriedwell. Some belong to professionabgging networkshat leverage each other.

These are rare things. They are distortions in the network. The bloggers that have benefitted from such
assisaince aren't better bloggers, or somehow uniquely qualified.

Audio and Video Blogging

The principles described above apply equally to audio and video blogs. However, there are some
guidelines specific to audio and video related to content, production amgtie


http://groups.yahoo.com/group/wwwedu/message/7158
http://www.wilwheaton.net/
http://powerlineblog.com/
http://www.wonkette.com/
http://www.auscillate.com/post/47
http://www.corante.com/
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For example, one of the best video blogs | have seen is Andy Carvin's receriitvidiény Through

Kumasi Central MarkeWhy? Not only is the length reasonable, th@temt ismuchmore than a head
and-shoulders shot of someone speaking. It is of lively and interesting content and, importantly, content
most people can't see anywhere else (you will *never* see a video like this on the news, for example).

Audio
| read one ages ago (on a crusty typewritten sheet of paper) guidelines distributed by Canada's CBC for
freelance radio documentary producers. It doesn't seem to be online but | remember large chunks of it:

- use a script, especially for intros and outrdle time it takes to think of what to say *really* shows up
in audio and video

- background is importanttry to capture not just the voices but the sounds expressive of the story

- don't use your 'radio announcer' voieeuse the 'talking to a friend about sa@thing interesting' voice

- use many voices interview people and capture recordings of people saying things (announcers, etc)
- watch sound levels ensure that the volume is the same throughout

- organize your tape into 'scenes‘allow for a fade biwveen scenes (in order to prevent jarring jumps in
background noice)

Some other things about quality podcasts that I've noted:

- you need to create an audio 'look and feelf you look at Adam Curryl3ailySource Codgfor
example, you'll notice he has regular opening and closing dialogue and music. This is harder to do with
video, but just as necessary. Note how Andy Carvin took time to add an opening title and credits

- use- and mix- multiple media- | recommend using th€reative Commons music libr&oybest effect.

Video
Similar guidelines apply to video, as well as some guidance for the visual aspect of it. For example:

- frame an object or centrakgne (the 2:1 rule for visual content applies)
- capture motion, both on the part of the subject and on the part of thye viewer (ie., the camera)

These aren't so much rules for promotion as rules for content. But that is part of what | was trying to say
with this article- that paying attention to planning and quality content will make a big difference in how
widely read and circulated your blog post is.

With respect to promotion specifically:

- podcast and vlog content is effectively invisible to searajirees, therefore, provide a *good* text
based summary of the contertthe podcast or vlog should be *in addition* to a blog post rather than
instead of it


http://www.andycarvin.com/archives/2005/07/strolling_throu.html
http://www.andycarvin.com/archives/2005/07/strolling_throu.html
http://www.dailysourcecode.com/
http://creativecommons.org/audio/
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- send email to people or organizations featured in the podcast or video to let them know it eéxsists
they are unlikely to know about it otherwise.

Revise

As time goes by, if you have followed the suggestions listed aboveyill@ain readers. | guarantee it.
How many readers will vary depending on your choice of topics (let's face it: footbaltespmpular

than philosophy) and how well you express yourself. But you can pretty well count on a reasonable
readership.

But don't kid yourself. After a year or so you may have dozens, maybe hundreds, of readers.

That may not seem like much. But keep iimdj these are people who are reading what you wetery
day. And more importantly, these are people who will take what you have written and pass ittbeito
readers.

To put this in perspective: | have (about) five thousand readers (this is aftay teithe web for more

than ten years, and blogging more than seven years). But any given article that | write (perhaps even this
one!) can reach an audience of a hundred thousand readssme of my works have reached such a

large audience.

How? Well, simly, having a local network of even a few hundred regular readers is enough to get your
content to spread into the blogosphere as a whole. Because people link, and those links are passed
along, and so forth.

The size of your readership is not the sizeoaf yaudienceYour footprint reaches well beyond the
people who check in on you every day or every few days.

As you progress with your blogging, your readers will pull you along. When | first started, a couple
hundred people signed up right away when Idalbbed my blog. It was hard to write every day. But it's
amazing how much easier it is to get motivated when you have many more readers.

Listen to your readers. Respect your readers. If they send you email, respond (even if it takes you 46
days, as it diddr me to a New Zealand reader recentlyreally am sorry about that). If they put
comments in your blog, read their comments, and as appropriate, answer them. Always thank them
they aregivingyou something.

Listen to their suggestions. When a substalmiumber of readers say that maple brown is a bad
background colour, plan to change it. If they complain that the font is too small, make it bigger. Don't
change things reactivelwait for at least more than one complaint, because there's always sommeon
who will complain. Plan your changes before you implement them. If you use new software, amke sure
it works before you implement it (I learned this fitsand).
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That said don't lose sight of who you are and why you're writing. Stay true to your purptse are
not a commercial publication, that needs to pander in order to gain a wide audience. There is no reward

to being theSimple Lifeof blogging.

And if it ever stops being fun, quit. Life is too shortlb things you don't like doing.

Moncton, July 28, 2005



http://www.fox.com/simplelife/
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Your Career

Responding t®avid Maister

My experience is that if you leawour career in the hands of others, they will actively damage your
career. So | think some of the points should be even more strongly worded.

For exampleYou write, "No one will tell you what experience you should be obtaining, let alone help
you get it" Strictly speaking, this isn't true. They will recommend al sorts of experiecoaspany
training courses, for example. But they will be thkiong experiences.

And you write: "Manage your own career. No one else will." Again, someone else will. Tihelf yau
what you should do, what you are allowed to do, and what you should not do. In so doing, they will
manage your career into the ground.

The point here, t00, is that you should dwrethan what you were simply hired to dBut not
necessarily me for the companywhen you are at work, working on your career, you should
understand that you are working, first, for your own benefit. Any benefit the employer gets out of it is
an exchange of mutual value. And the employer shoglderget everything.

As they used to say to people climbing around the rigging on the high seas: one hand for the ship, one
hand for yourself.

Moncton, February 09, 2007



http://halfanhour.blogspot.com/2007/02/your-career.html
http://davidmaister.com/blog/329/

Stephen Downe1 73

Managing Your Blog Entryl1 Better Tips

What is it about the writing of lists? Here we have yet anothest that needs to be deconstructed
because the author seems to have just slapped something together rather than thinking the topic
through. In this case, it's journaligincent MaherHis stuffis in italics, my reply in plain text.

A blog entry is a stub for conversation

One of the key ways to create a loyal audience for your blog is to create a community of readers
who interact with eackother on youiblog. This means that your blog entries should be

structured in such a way that they start conversations. This means they need to be short and
punchy, with a clearly defined point or set of points.

No it isn't. The point of a blog isn't to gather a logatire of readers around you dutifully writing
comments. And you certainly should not be writing your blog simply to entice the commenters. And if
your readers aren't capable of reading anything other than short and punchy, are you sure you should
be writing to them? Think this through. A blog entry isn't some place you create to prompt conversation.

A blog is a place where ysay somethingAs for the commenters, they should be writing on their own
blogs, where people can actually link to them.

Think abait the perspectives of your audience

Getting the audience talking means you have to consider what their perspectives may be on the
LRAYG @2dz NS o0ft233Ay3 o2dzi FyR LIR2aAlAz2y &2dzN
from one pointof-viewtoa/ 2 G KSNJ Ay @2 dzNJ of 23 Sy (iNR dzyf Saa (K

So, like, if you have conservative readers, you should position your posts around their perspectives,
making sure (of course) not to actually state their perspective. If you are goin@"'thdit's because

this is really bad advice. Why should | align my writing to my readers' perspectives? Why shouldn't |
waver around, consider different points of view, examine things from all sides. Sure, it makes it more
difficult for these same consertrae readers to respond with the snappy comeback that makes them
read you day after the day. As for the rest, though, they appreciate the fact tloat'tl treat readers

like morons | mean, sheesh. One point of view?

Write tight headlines that encourageterest

Remember that many readers will be scanning your RSS feed along with many others, so the
LRAIYylFyOe 2F &2d2NJ KSIRfAYS Aa ONRGAOIf® LF GKS
little likelihood they will click on it. (thanks @olin Danielfor this one)

If the whole point of your blog is to attract readers, then you'll have to-gadswitch them with catchy
(but ultimately misleading) headlines. Like, sagx Up Your Blo§or the resof us, though, we know


http://vincentmaher.com/mit/?p=174
http://vincentmaher.com/mit/?p=174
http://nml.ru.ac.za/youngblood
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that our readership will be looking at more than just the headline, though if they need some way to
decide, ourinformative and straightforward headlinesvill give them a good guide.

Make points or lists and make then sdaiendly

hytAyS NBIFTRSNAR R2y Qi tA1S G2 NBIFIR tf2y3 02fdz¥ya
compelling. A better way to get a series of complex points across is to create a list of key points

that readers can scan, along with a description of each pointyiitislso help you structure

your thoughts in a way that seems more lucid.

Well, youcouldwrite compelling content. Barring this, however, you will have to give ways for readers

to comment on your posts without actually having read them. Of course, s@daing this at the

expense of actually creating an argument or an explanat&irort pithy descriptions are all you can

manage. The rest of us, though, address readability issues with good design and leave the writing to take
care of itself by writingleep and compelling contentather than tripe.

Link to the context

If you are blogging about something that other people are talking about, provide links to their
O2y@SNEIGA2ya a2 &2dz R2y Qi &4SSY G2 oSusallSF{Ay3
NI §KSNJ GKIFIYy | YAydza 06SOIFdzaS Ad oAttt KSE LI &2 dzNJ

Most people link to web pages and posts, not contexts. Of course, what the author means here is that
you should link to the posts you're responding to. But he ‘wsay that, because then you might have to
link to sites that disagree with you, giving them Google juice and all that. To heck wittkito the
sourceand let Google (and your readers) take care of the rest.

Quote indirectly and link

lfyoufeelthef/ SSR G2 [[d2dGS 20KSNJ of233SNARX R2y Qi GI11S
blockguote unless there is something very specific about the original wording that you want to
preserve. Rather, rephrase the quote indirectly and link it to the source.

If you quotesomebody, quote them directly. And link to them, of course. By quoting directly you give
the reader to se your point respond to theirs side by side. It's harder to respond to an actual argument
rather than to a paraphrase, because giill have to interpet what they said, but you will now be held
accountable for both your interpretation and your responeiote directlyand respond precisely.

Format long documents for print

If you have an essay with long paragraphs and an argument that needs canredldpiaent,
rather make a PDF and provide a short summary of it on your blog with a link to the document.

If you have to format your long documents for print then your web page design is broken. PDF doesn't
do anything you can't do in HTML, except it neadpecial reader and and bloats the files like crazy.
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Design your pages for readabilignd forget the special PDF and print formatsose are for people
who can't design.

Never delete anything

In blogger culture deleting something after people havalriéar commented is a cardinal sin.
52y Q0 R2 AdGX NIGKSNI LIRad || O2NNBOilA2Y 2y GKS 2

Delete spam, trolls, vile insults from rigiving attack dogs, and other garbage. Correct your spelling
mistakes, fix your broken links, repair lost or giltbimages. Change your content, too, but be honest
with your readers if you update something significant, leave a note. Did you say something really
stupid? You can delete it if you wanttd people want the original, there's Google Cache. Remember,
it's your website keep your website clean and accuragsd don't let the commenters tell you what
you can't do.

Troll the blogosphere for secondary conversation

If your blog entry is successful then other bloggers will blog about it. Use tools like Bloggle
Search and Technorati to track what other bloggers are saying about your blog entry and update
your blog with links to those conversations if they add to yours.

If you think of what other people write on their own sitessexondaryhen you have som serious
rethinking to do. These other writers have taken the time to read what you've written and to expound in
some length (usually much more than you can do in a comment). If you have a pimary autisrise,

it. If you are engaged in a conversatitmis is the conversatior¥Yes, use these tools to find ut what

people are saying, not because you're tracking but because you genuinely wisténao what others
sayabout your comments.

Be active in your own conversations

| yfrientsgstreéinding in @rfd 8o n@ilEnyg, get in there! Unlike traditional

52y Qi aAi
fratar GKS o0f233SNDRa NR{S Aa (G2 adGSSNIty

A
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The blogger's role is to blog. If it feels to you that this includes responding to comments t.dd yoa'd
rather make sure your responses are highlighted and indexed, respond in a new blog post. But don't let
anyone convince you that you have to be some kind o chatterbug to be a good blBggpond if you
have something to sapnd be a good listeer otherwise.

Create buzz everywhere

Make sure there are lots of inbound links to your post. Find other blogs that are discussing the
same issue, or your blog entry, and post comments with links to updated content or highlighting
some of the perspectivemt forward by your commenters.
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People who do this sort of thing are called link spammers. Yes, in every community there's a group of
people who do this, who link to each other endlessly, as though it builds some sort of blog juice. People
like that demorstrate only that they don't know how the rankings work. Link as appropriate and be
selective. The purpose of linking isn't to make your site popular, the purpose of linkingefsrtpeople

to other sites If you don't understand this, you don't underaththe web.

You see it's like two points of view at work here. Overall, what we have is Vincent Maher who, despite
writing in a new medium, still can't let go of those old media roots. To them, it's still all about
accumulating as many readers as pokesibbout keeping them on your site, about pandering to your
audience- about everything, in other words, except saying something meaningful and being honest to
yourself.

I've seen a lot of former (and not so former) journalists go this route, in my @ith&s well as others.
It's disturbing, because they (and sometimes others) think they gain some sort of credibility through
popularity, as though if they grab a large enoungaissof readers they will, by this fact, be important.

It's a chimera, of cours@&he keys to blogging (if not being Prom Queen) are honesty, integrity and
meaningfulness. You will gain much more if you just write what you need or want to write and let the
audience fall where it may. Even if you have only three readers, if you aréoatmenect with and

really engage with them, then no number of hangerswill replace them after the switch from
substance to dross.

Moncton, October 13, 2006
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Blogs in Education

What is a Blog?

A blog is a personal website that contains content orgahiike a journal or a diary. Each entry is dated,
and the entries are displayed on the web page in reverse chronological order, so that the most recent
entry is posted at the top. Readers catch up with blogs by starting at the top and reading down until
tKkSe& SyO02dzy i SNJ YFGSNAIE GKS@QNB | £t NBF Ré NBIFR®

Though blogs are typically thought of as personal journals, there is no limit to what may be covered in a
blog. It is common for people to write blogs to describe their work, their hobbies, their pets, sattial an
political issues, or news and current events. And while blogs are typically the work of one individual,
of23a O2YO0AYyAy3d O2y(iNROdziAz2zya 2F &ASOSNIf LIS2LI S=3

While the earliest blogs were created by hand, blogging becam wpdgylar with the advent of blog
authoring tools. Among the earliest of these were UserlandlamdJournalToday, most bloggers use

SA G KSNJ D2 2BdydeeeivicdoidMaidErdssThese services allow users to create new blogs

and blog posts by means of simple online forms; the writer does not need to know any programming or
formatting. As a result, blog aggregation servicehsaasgT echnorathave reported that tens of millions

of blogs have beenreated

Blogs are connected to each other to form what is common® kny | & (G KS Wof 232 & LIKSNS
common form of connection is form blogs to link to each to each other. Blog authors may also post a list

2T of23a (GKS& FNBI dzSy blbggolONS . R 2 IBK Avd &f A & (B 24 D S| WHBF R
NEFRSNAZ (y26y |a Www{{ NBFITRSNAEAQZ ¢gKAOK | 3IaNB3IAIGS
dza S w{ { dliBsktriR& Nifio® gl Populdlr webased RSS readers inclu@eogle Readeand

Bloglines

While blogs once dominated the personal publishing landscape, they now form one part in a m&ch mor

diverse landscape. Many people who formerly write blogs are using social networking sites such as

MySpaceor Faceboo® h G KSNBE dza S WY A ONHwitte? AhdNogsdwhichibSgddes OS a & dz
text-0 F ASR ASNIBAOS&as KIFIPS oNlyYyOKSR Ayi(2 | dzZRA2 of23a
Authors typically upload a wide range of multimedia content such as art to site3dikantart videos

to hosting services such &®uTubeslide shows and PDFs3tdeSharand photos to sites likElickr

Why Use Blogs In Education

Blogs are widely popular in education, as evidenced by the 400 thousand educational blogs hosted by
edublogs Teachers have been using them to support teachimdylaarningsince 2005Through years of
practice, a common understanding has formed aroundhbeeits of the use of blogs in education.


http://www.livejournal.com/
http://www.blogger.com/
http://www.wordpress.com/
http://www.technorati.com/
http://technorati.com/blogging/state-of-the-blogosphere/
http://www.commoncraft.com/archives/000427.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_feed_aggregators
http://reader.google.com/
http://www.bloglines.com/
http://www.myspace.com/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.twitter.com/
http://www.deviantart.com/
http://www.youtube.com/
http://www.slideshare.net/
http://www.flickr.com/
http://www.edublogs.org/
http://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ERM0450.pdf
http://anne.teachesme.com/2007/01/17/rationale-for-educational-blogging/
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Because blogs are connected, they can foster the development of a learning community. Authors can
share opinions with each other and support each other with commentary and answers to questions. For
example, the Univesity of Calgary uses blogs to crelarning communities

Additionally, blogs give students ownership over their own learning and an authentic voice, allowing
them to articulatetheir needs and inform their own learning. Blogs have been shown to contribute to
identity-formation in students. (Bortree, D.2005).

Further, blogging gives students a genuine and potentially worldaugigencefor their work. Having
such an audience can result in feedback and and greatly increase studéwmationto do their best

work. Students also have each other as their potential audience, enabling each of them to take on a
leadership role at different times throughe course of their learning.

Moreover, blogging helps students see their work in different subjects as interconnected and helps
them organize their own learning. Working with the teacher and informed by blogs authored by experts
in the field, students aaconduct acollective enquirynto a particular topic or subject matter craag

their own interpretation of the material.

Blogs teach aariety of skillsn addition to the particular subject under discussion. Regular blogging
fosters the development of writing and research skills. Blogging also supports digital literacy as the
student learns to critically assess and evaluate various online resources.

How To Use Blogging In Learning

Begin simplyMost usesf blogs in the classroom began with the instructor using blogs to post class
information such as lists of readings and assignment deadlines. This fosters in the teacher a familiarity
with the technology and with stughts a habit of regularly checking the online resource.

Lead by example. Before requiring students to blog, instructors should lead by example, creating their
own blogs and adding links to interesting resources and commentary on class topics. This not only
produces a useful source of supplemental information for students, it creates a pattern and sets
expectations for when students begin their own blogging.

Read. Students should begin their entry into blogging by reading other blogs. Teachers shoulsl use thi
practice not only to demonstrate how other people use blogs to support learning but also to foster

critical thinking and reading skills. Teaching how to respond to blog posts is as important as creating blog
posts.

Create a context. Like the author fagia blank sheet of paper, a blogger will be perplexed unless given
something specific to write about. Have students blog about a current issue, about a specific peice of
writing, or some question that comes up in the course.

Encourage interaction. Bloggiigk 2 dzf R y 24 06S | az2t2 I OGAGAled 9y O2d:
62Nl a FyR (2 02YYSyid 2y GKSY® 9yO2daNI} IAyI &0GdRSY


http://learningcommunities.ucalgaryblogs.ca/
http://www.uniservity.com/_library/download/www/PDF/Best%20Practice/cLc%20Best%20Practice%20Student%20Voice%20and%20Choice.pdf
http://www.edutopia.org/student-blogging-classroom-tips
http://www.big6.com/2006/06/12/motivating-middle-schoolers-grades-5-8/
http://ieeexplore.ieee.org/Xplore/login.jsp?url=http%3A%2F%2Fieeexplore.ieee.org%2Fiel5%2F4561602%2F4561603%2F04561770.pdf%3Farnumber%3D4561770&authDecision=-203
https://www.lib.uwo.ca/blogs/education/2009/03/educational_leadership_theme_i.html
http://net.educause.edu/ir/library/pdf/ERM0450.pdf
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will make reading and commenting a lot easier. Teachers, also, should subscribeetot ¢tlogs and
offer comments, again setting an example of the expected practice.

Respect ownership. A student blog becomes important because it is a manifestation of his or her own

G2N]l @ |1 26SOSNE (2 KI @S GKAA O &gelubhe WhildrédadoRéb 0 Qa4 2 ¢
limits orcodes of practiceeed to be respected, student bloggers should have the widest latitude

possible for personal expression and opinion.

Address isues immediately. The most significant danger to students online is posed by other students.
In particular bullying(or ragging) is a significant problem. It is important to spot instanceslbyfifiy as

soon as they occur and to take steps to prevent further incidents. Teachers should educate themselves
as online bullying can be invisible and hard to address.

Reference

Bortree, D.S. (2005). Presentation of self on the Web: an ethnographicatlidy § SSy + 3S 3A NI 4 Q
Education, Communication & Information, 5(1);2%[Paywalt
http:/taylorandfrancis.metapress.com/(2cddlOeerkzfyf45pssrryqw)/app/home/contribution.asp?referr
er=parent&backto=issue,3,8;journal,3,13;linkingpublicationresult€7512,1 ]

Moncton, April 13, 2009
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How To Write Articles Quickly and
Expertly

Introduction: Four Types of Discursive Writing

From time to time people express amazement at how | can get so much done. I, of course, aware of the
many hours | have idled awaloing nothing, demur. It feels like nothing special; | don't work harder,
really, than most people. Nonetheless, these people do have a point. | am, in fact, a fairly prolific writer.

Part of it is tenacity. For example, | am writing this item as | fwathe internet to start working again

in the Joburg airport departures area. But part of it is a simple strategy for writing you essays and
articles quickly and expertly, a strategy that allows you to plan your entire essay as you write it, and thus
to allow you to make your first draft your final draft. This article describes that strategy.

Begin by writing in your head, at leastyour second paragraph (that would be the one you just read,
above). Your second paragraph will tell people what your esagy. Some people write abstracts or
executive summaries in order to accomplish this task. But you don't need to do this. You are stating your
entire essay or article in one paragraph. If you were writing a news article, you would call this paragraph
the 'lede’. A person could read just the one paragraph and know what you had to say.

But how do you write this paragraph? Reporters will tell you that writing the lede is the hardest part of
writing an article. Because if you don't know what the story is,gannot write it in a single paragraph.

A reporter will sift through the different ways of writing the sterthe different angles and find a way

to tell it. You, because you are writing an article or essay, have more options.

You have more options becseithere are four types of discursive writing. Each of these types has a
distinct and easy structure, and once you know what sort of writing you are doing, the rest of the article
almost writes itself. The four types of structure are: argument, explanatefinition, and description.

So, as you think about writing your first paragraph, ask yourself, what sort of article are you writing. In
this article, for example, | am writing a descriptive article.

These are your choices of types of article or essay:

Argument convinces someone of something

Explanationtells why something happened instead of something else
Definition states what a word or concept means

Descriptionidentifies properties or qualities of things

Anargumentis a collection of sentenceknown formally as 'propositions’) intended to convince the
reader that something is he case. Perhaps you want to convince people to take some action, to buy
some product, to vote a certain way, or to believe a certain thing. The thing that you want tmcenv
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them to believe is the conclusion. In order to convince people, you need to offer one or more reasons.
Those are the premises. So one type of article consists of premises leading to a conclusion, and that is
how you would structure your first paragrap

Anexplanationtells the reader why something is the case. It looks at some event or phenomenon, and
shows the reader what sort of things led up to that event or phenomenon, what caused it to happen,
why it came to be this way instead of some other wag.explanation, therefore, consists of three

parts. First, you need to identify the thing being explained. Then, you need to identify the things that
could have happened instead. And finally, you need to describe the conditions and principles that led to
the one thing, and not the other, being the case. And so, if you are explaining something, this is how you
would write your first paragraph.

Adefinition identifies the meaning of some word, phrase or concept. There are different ways to define
something.You can define something using words and concepts you already know. Or you can define
something by giving a name to something you can point to or describe. Or you can define something
indirectly, by giving examples of telling stories. A definition alwayslves two parts: the word or

concept being defined, and the set of sentences (or 'propositions') that do the defining. Whatever way
you decide, this will be the structure of your article if you intend to define something.

Finally, adescriptionprovidesinformation about some object, person, or state of affairs. It will consist of

a series of related sentences. The sentences will each identify the object being defined, and then ascribe
some property to that object. "The ball is red," for example, wereliakis the object and 'red’ is the
property. Descriptions may be of 'unary propertiebke colour, shape, taste, and the like, or it may

describe a relation between the object and one or more other objects.

Organizing Your Writing

The set of sentencesneanwhile, will be organized on one of a few common ways. The sentences might
be inchronologicabrder. "This happened, and then this happened,” and so on. Or they may enumerate
aset of propertieg'appearance’, 'sound’, 'taste’, 'small’, 'feeling alipand the like). Or they may be
elements of a list'nine rules for good technology," say, or "ten things you should learn"). Or, like the
reporters, you may covehe five W'swho, what, where, when, why. Or the steps required to write an
essay.

When you elect to write an essay or article, then, you are going to write one of these types of writing. If
you cannot decide which type, then your purpose isn't clear. Think about it, and make the choice, before
continuing. Then you will know the major partstibé article-the premises, say, or the parts of the
definition. Again, if you don't know these, your purpose isn't clear. Know what you want to say (in two

or three sentences) before you decide to write.

You may #this point be wondering what happened the first paragraph. You are, after all, beginning
with the second paragraph. The first paragraph is used to 'animate’ your essay or article, to give it life
and meaning and context. In my own writing, my animation is often a short story about myssifigho
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how the topic is important to me. Animating paragraphs may express feeljagshappiness, sadness,
or whatever. They may consist of short stories or examples of what you are trying to describe (this is
very common in news articles). Animation niayplaced into your essay at any point. But is generally
most effective when introducing a topic, or when concluding a topic.

For example, | have now concluded the first paragraph of my essay, and then expanded on it, thus
ending the first major part of mgssay. So now | could offer an example here, to illustrate my point in
practice, and to give the reader a chance to reflect, and a way to experience some empathy, before
proceeding. This is also a good place to offer a picture, diagram, illustratioamohvhat you are
trying to say in words.

Like this: the second paragraph sill consist of a set of statements. Here is what each of the four types
look like:

Argument:

Premise 1
Premise 2 ... (and more, if needed)
Conclusion

Explanation:

Thing being gxained
Alternative possibilities
Actual explanation

Definition:

Thing being defined
Actual definition

Description:

Thing being described
Descriptive sentence
Descriptive sentence (and more, connected to the rest, as needed)

So now the example shouldibe made the concept clearer. You should easily see thatsgmard

paragraph will consist of two or more distinct sentences, depending on what you are trying to say. Now,
all you need to do is to write the sentences. But also, you need to tell your reddeh sentence is

which. In an argument, for example, you need to clearly indicate to the reader which sentence is your
conclusion and which sentences are your premises.
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Indicator Words

All four types of writing have their own indicator words. Let'sklab each of the four types in more
detail, and show (with examples, to animate!) the indicator words.

As stated above, an argument will consist of a conclusion and some premises. The conclusion is the most
important sentence, and so will typically be stdtfirst. For example, "Blue is better than red." Then a
premise indicator will be used, to tell the reader that what follows is a series of premises. Words like
'‘because’ and 'since' are common premise indicators (there are more; you may want to mstkeSoli

your first paragraph might look like this: "Blue is better than teetauseblue is darker than red, and all
colours that are darker are better."

Sometimes, when the premises need to be stressed before the conclusion will be believed, the author
will put the conclusion at the end of the paragraph. To do this, the author uses a conclusion indicator.
Words like 'so' and 'therefore' and 'hence' are common conclusion indicators. Thus, for example, the
paragraph might read: "Blue is darker than red, alictolours that are darker are bettespblue is

better than red."

You should notice that indicator words like this help you understand someone else's writing more easily
as well. Being able to spot the premises and the conclusion helps you spotubrigtrof their article

or essay. Seeing the conclusion indicator, for example, tells you that you are looking at an argument,
and helps you spot the conclusion. It is good practice to try spotting arguments in other writing, and to
create arguments of yawbwn, in our own writing.

Argumentscan also be identified by their form. There are different types of argument, which follow
standard patterns of reasoning. These patterns of reasoning are indicated by the words being used. Here
is a quick guide to theypes of arguments:

Inductive argument the premise consists of a 'sample’, such as a series of experiences, or experimental
results, or polls. Watch for words describing these sorts of observation. The conclusion will be inferred
as a generalization fronhéese premises. Watch for words that indicate a statistical generalization, such
as 'most', 'generally, 'usually', 'seventy percent', 'nine out of ten'. Also, watch for words that indicate a
universal generalization, such as 'always' and "all'.

A special cse of the inductive argument is tleausal generalizatiarlf you want someone to believe

that one thing causes another, then you need to show that there are many cases where the one thing
was followed by the other, and also to show that when the one tllidg't happen, then the other

didn't either. This establishes a 'correlation’. The argument becomes a causal argument when you
appeal to some general principle or law of nature to explain the correlation. Notice how, in this case, an
explanation forms onef the premises of the argument.

Deductive argumentthe premises consist of propositions, and the conclusion consists of some logical
manipulation of the premises. éategoricalargument, for example, consists of reasoning about sets of
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things, so watclfior words like 'all', 'some' and 'none'. Many times, these words are implicit; they are
not started, but they are implied. When | said "Blue is better than red" above, for example, | meant that
"blue is always better than red," and that's how you woulddawderstood it.

Another type of deductive argument igpaopositionalargument. Propositional arguments are
manipulations of sentences using the words 'or', 'if', and 'and'. For example, if | said "Either red is best or
blue is best, and red is not best blue is best," then | have employed a propositional argument.

It is useful to learn the basic argument forms, so you can very clearly indicate which type of argument
you are providing. This will make your writing clearer to the reader, and will hetp gvaluate your
writing. And in addition, this will make easier for you to write your article.

See how the previous paragraph is constructed, for example. | have stated a conclusion, then a premise
indicator, and then a series of premises. It was very &asgyiting the paragraph; | didn't even need to

think about it. | just wrote something | thought was true, then provided a list of the reasons | thought it
was true. How hard is that?

In a similar manner, aexplanationwill also use indicator words. ladt, the indicator words used by
explanations are very similar to those that are used by arguments. For example, | might explain by
saying "The grass is green because it rained yesterday." | am explaining why the grass is green. | am
using the word 'becaus as an indicator. And my explanation is offered following the word 'because'.

People often confuse arguments and explanations, because they use similar indicator words. So when
you are writing, you can make your point clearer by using words that widrgéy be unique to
explanations.

In general, explanations are answers to 'why' questions. They consider why something happened
'instead of' something else. And usually, they will say that something was 'caused' by something else. So
when offering an explaation, use these words as indicators. For example: "It rained yesterday. That's
why the grass is green, instead of brown."

Almost all explanations ameausal explanationgut in some cases (especially when describing complex
states and events) you willso appeal to atatistical explanationin essence, in a statistical explanation,
you are saying, "it had to happen sometime, so that's why it happened now, but there's no reason, other
than probability, why it happened this time instead o last time axtrtane.” When people see

somebody who was killed by lightening, and they say, "His humber was just up," they are offering a
statistical explanation.

Definitionsare trickier, because there are various types of definition. | will consider three types of
definition: ostensive, lexical, and implicit.

An ostensivédefinition is an act of naming by pointing. You point to a dog and you say, "That's a dog."
Do this enough times, and you have defined the concept of a dog. It's harder to point in text. Bat in tex
a description amounts to the same thing as pointing. "The legs are shorter than the tail. The colour is
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brown, and the body is very long. That's what | mean by a 'wiener dog'." As you may have noticed, the
description is followed by the indicator wortihat's what | mean by". This makes it clear to the reader
that you are defining by ostension.

A lexical definition is a definition one word or concept in terms of some other word or concept. Usually
this is describes as providing the 'necessary andcserit conditions' for being something. Another way

of saying the same thing is to say that when you are defining a thing, you are saying that 'all and only’
these things are the thing being defined. Yet another way of saying the same thing is to ghg that

thing belongs to such and such a category (all dogs are animals, or, a dog is necessarily an animal) and
are distinguished from other members in such and such a way (only dogs pant, or, saying a thing is
panting is sufficient to show that it is a dog).

That may seem complicated, but the result is that a lexical definition has a very simply and easy to write
form: A (thing being defined) is a type of (category) which is (distinguishing feature). For example, "A
dog is an animal that pants."

This sentencenay look just like a description, so it is useful to indicate to the reader that you are
defining the term 'dog’, and not describing a dog. For example, "A 'dog' is defined as 'an animal that

pants'." Notice how this is clearly a definition, and could Imtconfused as a mere description.

The third type of definition is amplicit definition. This occurs when you don't point to things, and don't
place the thing being defined into categories, but rather, list instances of the thing being defined. For
exanple, "Civilization is when people are polite to each other. When people can trust the other person.
When there is order in the streets." And so on. Or: "You know what | mean. Japan is civilized. Singapore
is civilized. Canada is civilized." Here we havetéd necessary and sufficient conditions, but rather,
offered enough of a description as to allow people to recognize instances of 'civilization' by their
resemblance to the things being described.

Finally, thedescriptionemploys the 'subject predicatgbject’' form that you learned in school. The
'subject’ is the thing being described. The 'predicate’ is something that is true of the subpeat
action it is undertaking, or, if the predicate is 'is', some property that it possesses. And the 'otggct’
be some other entity that forms a part of the description.

As mentioned, the sentences that form a description are related to each other. This relation is made
explicit with a set of indicator words. For example, if the relation is chronological, ahaswnight be
first'... 'and then'... 'and finally'...! Or, 'yesterday'... ‘then today'... ‘and tomorrow'...

In this essay, the method employed was to identify a list of thirggument, explanation, definition,

and descriptionr and then to use each dfese terms in the sequence. For example, "An argument will
consist of a ..." Notice that | actually went through this list twice, first describing the parts of each of the
four items, and then describing the indicator words used for each of the fousitétso, when | went
through the list the second time, | offered for each type of sentence a subdivision. For example, |
identified inductive and deductive arguments.
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Summary

So, now, here is the full set of types of things | have described (with indiwatas in brackets):
Argument (premise: 'since’, 'because’; conclusion: 'therefore', 'so’)
Deductive
Categorical (‘all', 'only", 'no’, 'none’, 'some’)
Propositional ('if, 'or', 'and’)
Inductive
Generalization (‘'sample’, ‘poll', ‘observation')
Statistical (‘'most’, 'generally, 'usually’, 'seventy percent’, 'nine out of ten")
Universal (‘always' and "all’)
Causal (‘causes’)
Explanation (‘why', 'instead of")
Causal (‘caused’)
Statistical (‘percent’, 'probability’)
Definition ('is &', 'is defined as")
Ostensive ( 'That's what | mean by...")
Lexical ('All', 'Only', 'is a type of', 'is necessarily’)
Implicit (is a', 'for example')
Description
Chronology (‘yesterday', 'today")
Sensations ('seems’, 'feels’, ‘appears', etc.,)
List (‘first', 'second’, etc.)

5 W's (‘who', 'what', 'where', ‘when', ‘why")

Complex Forms

As you have seen in this article, each successive iteration (which has been followed by one of my tables)
has been more and more detailed. You might ask how this is so, if theralgréoar types of article or
essay.
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The point is, each sentence in one type of thing might be a whole set of sentence of another type of
thing. This is most clearly illustrated by looking at an argument.

An argument is a conclusion and some premises.thike

Statement 1, and
Statement 2,
Thus,

Statement 3

But each premise might in turn be the conclusairanother argument. Like this:

Statement 4, and
Statement 5,
Thus,

Statement 1

Which gives us a complex argument:

Statement 4, and
Statement 5,
Thus, Statement 1
Statement 2

Thus Statement 3

But this can be done with all four types of paragraph. For example, consider this:

Statement 1 (which is actually a definition, with several parts)
Statement 2 (which is actually a description)

Thus,

Statement 3

So, when you write your essay, you pick the main thing you want to say. For example:

Second paragraph:
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Statement 1, and
Statement 2
Thus

Statement 3

Third paragraph:
Statement 4 (thing being defined)
Statement 5 (properties)

Statement 1 (actual defnition)

Fourth Paragraph
Statement 5 (first statement of description)

Statement 6 (second statement of description)
Statement 2 (summary of description)

As you can see, each simple element of an espegmise, for examplecan become a complex pavt
an essay the premise could be the conclusion of an argument, for example.

And so, when you write your essay, you just go deeper and deeper into the structure.
And you may ask: where does it stop?

For me, it stops with descriptionsomething I've se®or experienced, or a reference to a study or a
paper. To someone else, it all reduces to definitions and axioms. For someone else, it might never stop.

But you rarely get to the bottom. You simply go on until you've said enough. In essence, you givé up,
hope the reader can continue the rest of the way on his or her own.

And just so with this paper. | would now look at each one of each type of argument and explanation, for
example, and identify more types, or describe features that make some goodaraltsad, or add
many more examples and animations.

But my time is up, | need to board my flight, so I'll stop here.

Nothing fancy at the end. Just a reminder, that this is how you can write great articles and essays, first
draft, every time. Off the top ofour head.

Johannesburg, September 13, 2006
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Principles for Evaluating Websites

How do you know whether something you read on the web is true? You can't know, at least, not for
sure. This makes it important to read carefully and to evaluate what you figad guide will tell you
how.

1. There Are No Auhorities

Authorities used to be people you could trust. When you read it in the newspaper, for example, it was
probably true. When a scientist reported a finding, you could count on it. But today, ydurcahthe
authorities.

Why not? There are many reasons, but here are some of the major ones:

9 Authorities lie. Not all authorities, and not all the time, but frequently enough to mean you can't
simply trust them.

1 People impersonate authorities. A site magk like a newspaper or a government publication,
but it might not be.

1 Authorities are sometimes fooled. They may rely on bad data. They may be reporting something
they heard.

Even if you trust the authority you are reading, you need to evaluate whatshg for yourself. People
don't always mean to mislead you, but they do.

This is the most important principle of reading on the internet. You must determine for yourself whether
or not something is true.

2. What You Know Matters

If you saw the local groeg this morning, and then someone told you it burned down last night, you
would know they were wrong because of what you saw. And you would probably say so.

You can depend on your own knowledge. And you should use this knowledge whezagoumabsites.
Tha doesn't mean that you cannot be wrong.

But most people don't give themselves enough credit. They are too quick to assume that they must have
been wrong.

Your own experiences matter. If someone says some software is easy to install, and you found that it
wasn't that easy to install at all, don't simply assume that you can't install software. If it wasn't easy for
you to install, it wasn't easy, and someone who says it is easy is wrong.
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3. Keep Count

You can't check everything for yourself. Eventually, widlhave to depend on what other people say.
You can't simply assume that what they say is true.

The key here is trust. You need to learn who to trust.

The way you learn to trust someone is through repeated contact. They not only say things you know are
true, they don't say things you know are not true. You need to keep track of this for yourself.

When a website says something, you need to ask yourself, have they misled me Wdrsites
usually follow a pattern; sites that are trustworthy generally stagtworthy, while sites that mislead
you once will likely mislead you again.

That doesn't mean you never question what they say. Always check what they say against your own
experience. But if you don't know, depend on the sites you already trust ratlaerthe ones you don't.

4. Facts and Appearances

Many people are very careful about appearances. Governments and businesses especially take great
care to manage their image. Individual people, too, try to cast themselves in the best light possible.

They dathis because people trust people who look good. Politicians always take care to dress nicely.
Con artists are often dressed in suits. Businesses spend a lot of money to make their buildings and their
websiteslook nice.

People create appearances in woaswell. For example, they often use adjectives and adverbs to
suggest how you should feel about something. They also use loaded terms to suggest that something is
good or bad. Compare the following:

"This respected software reliably saves your data inntlusst efficient format."
"This suspicious software misleadingly saves your data in a common format."

The first software sounds a lot better than the second software. But in fact, they do exactly the same
thing!

In your mind, remove the adjectives and adv&from any sentence you read. Convert any loaded terms
to neutral terms (for example, convert a sentence like "He claimed..." to "He said...").

In other words, practice distinguishing the facts in a sentence from how they appear.

You may be tempted to disist things that use a lot of adjectives, adverbs and loaded terms. And
certainly you should be suspicious. But sometimes people just write that way; it doesn't mean they're
lying. And sometimes people try to fool you by writing in plain and straightiahteanguage.
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The main thing is, find the facts. You can check facts. And just ignore the appearances.

5. Generalizations Are Often Untrustworthy

When you look at facts, you will see that there are two types: specifics and generalizations.

A specific is atatement about one thing, one person or one event. "John went to the store yesterday" is
a specific.

A generalization talks about a group of things, many people, or a number of events. "John always goes
to the store."

People use generalizations becauseggatizations help them predict the future. If you know that John
always goes to the store, then you can predict that he will go to the store tomorrow. Generalizations
also often explain why something happens. John knows the shopkeeper because he alvgaystigee
store.

There are two types of generalizations:

A universal generalization talks about everything. When someone says "All dogs are animals"”, for
example, they are talking about every single dog.

A statistical generalization talks about a numbethifigs, but not all of them. When someone says
"Most dogs are brown," they are talking about a large number of dogs, but not all of them.

It is important to keep in mind that most universal generalizations are false. Not ahaées all, it is
true thatall dogs are animals.

But people often make universal generalizations that are false. And in fact, when you read universal
generalizations on a website, you should be very skeptical.

Watch for the following words: all, none, only, never, always, complefaid words that mean the

same sort of thing. These indicate a universal generalization. When people use them, ask yourself, is this
true? Are there no exceptions? And if you know that there are exceptions, then the source is less
trustworthy.

6. Absolutes Are Hidden Generalizations

People often make generalizations without realizing that they are doing it. And they might fool you into
thinking that something is a fact, when it is actually a questionable generalization.

"The Chinese cannot be trusted.” $ihboks like a statement of fact, doesn't it? But ask yourself, how
many Chinese people is this person talking about? All of them? Most of them? There are a billion
Chinese how could this person possibly know that they cannot be trusted?
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And of course,hey can't. You have no reason to trust such a statement. And a person who makes such
a statement is less trustworthy.

7. Statistics Are Often Misleading

As the truism says, "There are lies, damned lies, and statistics." People are often skepticakioEstatis
and for good reason. There are many ways statistics can be used to mislead.

Statistics must be based on data. For example, for somebody to say that "most dogs are brown" they
would have had to go out and actually count some dogs to see how mangrafdhe brown. Statistics
that are not supported with data should not be trusted at all.

Even if there is data, statistics can still mislead. There are two major ways statistics can mislead:

The sample size is too small. If you know five Americans, andfolvem are crooks, is that sufficient to
conclude that most Americans are crooks? Of course not. There are 330 million Americans; you need to
meet more than five before you can start making generalizations.

The sample is unrepresentative. If you wanteckhow about Americans, and took your sample from a
prison population, would you get a good result? Of course-nodst Americans are not in prison, and
are very different from prisoners.

Remember at the beginning of this article where | said that theeena authorities? When you look at

the statistics produced by authorities, many of them break one of these two rules. What would you say
about a scientist who surveyed 21 graduate studies and drew a conclusion about all people? Net much
but many papershat do exactly this are published.

Statistics are often misleading in ordinary writing as well. Often, they are disguised: a person might use
words like 'most', 'often’, 'many' or 'usually’. And their data will be suspect. A person might say, for
example,"Most people are generous." How does he know? Because most of the people he knows are
generous. But that's not good data at all!

Think about the generalizations you believe. Are they based on good data? What is the data? | said
above that you should trustourself- but you should always review your own beliefs, to make yourself
more trustworthy.

8. Go to the Source

People say things about other things and other people. That's no surprise; you can't talk about yourself
all the time. For example, a persoright report about what someone else said, or about what some
data shows.

They may not mean to mislead you, though sometimes they do:
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They might have misread or misunderstood the original document. Heck, | do that myself.

They may have quoted something aftcontext. For example, | may have written, "If people vote the
wrong way then we'll have private health care" and be quoted as saying "We'll have private health
care."

They may be misrepresenting the original. People sometimes pretend that someonemsaithig that
they didn't, so they can make the other person look bad (that's called a straw man).

When you read something you always need to ask, are they talking about something else and especially
what somebody else said or reported. If so, go to therse to find out for yourself what the other
person really said.

If there's no link or reference to the source, don't believe it. And even more importavelysitesthat
don't offer links or references are less trustworthy.

If you can't find the originadource, try searching for the same information. Other people may have seen
the same source and reported on it themselves. They may have described it differently. You may never
know exactly what was said, but if people on different sides of the same igsee an what was said,

then it's more likely to be true.

9. Motives and Frames Matter

Most content on the web is trying to convince you that something is true. That's why it's on the web in
the first place.

Usually, what they want you to believe isn'sjisome isolated fact or data, but rather a whole collection
of facts and data. They want you to see the world in a certain way. In philosophy, this is sometimes
called a¥orld viewQwhile in linguistics this is callediéameQ

Here are some examples fodmes:

9 It's a dangerous world and we have a lot to fear
1 Microsoft products cannot be trusted
9 Our country is the best (most free, most democratic, most advanced, etc.)

Think about all the sorts of things that could lead you to believe any of these ttateenents. Think
about other sorts of things that might also be frames. Think about the way you look at the-world
probably view it from a certain frame, whether or not you recognize it.

That's not bad in itselfve all have to have a way of lookingtlae world. But we need to choose this
way of looking at the world for ourselves. That's why we need to understand what frames other people
believe, so we know when we are being persuaded to look at the world one way or another.
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That's why motives matteA person's motive is the frame or worldview he or she wants you to accept.
You need to know why somebody is telling you something as well as what they are telling you.

Websitesthat hide their motives are untrustworthy. They are trying to convince yaoafething, but

they are trying to do it in a sneaky way, so that you can't make your decision for yourself. They think
that if you just hear something over and over, and it all points to a certain way of looking at the world,
that you will start seeing thevorld that way too.

If a website is sponsored by the government, but they hide this sponsorship, then they are hiding their
motives. If a study is financed by a software company, but this financing is not revealed, then they are
hiding their motives. If aews site is secretly sponsored by a religious organization, then the news site is
untrustworthy. If an activist group is funded by the industry they are trying to change, then this group is
untrustworthy.

They are not untrustworthy because what they amying is false. They are untrustworthy because they
are not being honest about why they are saying what they are saying.

10. Beware Misdirection

Have you even seen a political ad for one candidate that talks about the other candidate? Have you ever
seenan advertisement about one product that only talks about another product?

These are cases of misdirectiotiey are trying to get you believe one thing by talking about another
thing.

Misdirection is very common on the web. Sometimes it consists of missepting the source, as
discussed above. Very often, though, it consists of merely attacking the source.

You see this not only on discussion lists (where it is very common) but also on pevebgiés,
corporatewebsites politicalwebsitesand even acdemicwebsites.

If a website is trying to convince you to believe one thing but actually talks about another thing, then the
website is not trustworthy.

Summary

As | said in the second point, determining what to belieweto not believe- is a matter ofrust. You
need to determine for yourself who to trust about what.

This is something you have to determine for yourself. Each time you look at a website, think of yourself
as keeping score. When a website does something untrustworthy, take some trust\Alay a
website does something well, add some trust.
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And it's something very personal. The better you get to know a website, the more easily you can
determine whether or not to trust it. The website gradually acquires a track record with you. Just like a
friend or an associate.

And finally, this is something that works best if you use diverse sources. Try to read points of view from
different frames- after all, every frame has an element of truth to it. Don't just go with the flow, be
ready to challengerad question everythingeven yourself.

Examples

40 Things That Only Happen In Movies

Should you trust this site? The title should let you know that this is intended as humouirnBttyou
should be alerted by the universals in this title. They are probably exaggerating to make a point.

Look at some of the assertions.,"(In movies) any lock can be picked with a credit card or paperclip in
seconds.' Well you know that this isn'rtie. People don't always pick locks in movies. Sometimes they
can't even break the door down.

This site is funny. But you shouldn't trust it to tell you true things about the world.
Top Chinese general warns US over attack

This news article is offered by the Financial Times, a British news source with strong links to the British
and American financial communities. The story reports that a Chinese general said that Chinasgould
nuclear arms if attacked.

Did the general say this? Probably. The general is nardkd Chenghuand the place where he made
the remark is also hamed function for foreign journalists (it would be better if they actually named
the function and téd us who else, in addition to the Chinese government, sponsored it). And-a one
minute search in Google for “Zhu Chenghu' links to other repérten the BBC and the Times of India,
for example- with the same information.

Is what the general said tru&®e have no way of knowing. Even the Financial Times article notes that
Zhu is not a higianking official and that "Gen Zhu probably did not represent the mainstream People's
Liberation Army view." Coverage elsewhere, for example in the BBC, reporth¢h@htnese

government isdownplaying" the remark.

So now the key question is, why did the Financial Times run the article? The article is intended to shape
our views even if we cannot know whether what was said was true. Does it make us fear China more?
Do the British and American financial communities stand to gain if readers fear China or become more
concerned about nuclear war? Does this article fit a pattern in Financial Times coverage of China?

In my opinion, this article, although an accurate reporgkes the Financial Times a bit less trustworthy.


http://www.nostalgiacentral.com/features/20moviethings.htm
http://news.ft.com/cms/s/28cfe55a-f4a7-11d9-9dd1-00000e2511c8.html
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Iragis March Against Terror

This article is found in a blog titled BlackFive. It tells us that about 1000 Iraquis in the citya@alyaq,
marched against terror, and that "you probably haven't heard about it from Peter Jennings or Dan
Rather." The post includes a number of photographs of the demonstration taken by "Army Specialist
David Nunn."

As one person commented, "Rathetired early in the year and Jennings has been off battling lung
cancer for months." However, a search in Google shows that the protest was not covered by any major
news outlet.

That a protest did happen seems evident from the pictures. Examination oichegs, however,
shows the banners to read "The juboor's tribe and its allies ask the coalition forces to release the highly
ranked officer Farhan Muthallak who was imprisoned by the coalition forces" in both English and Arabic.

A Google search for "Arngpecialist David Nunn" reveals no citations not associated with this particular
story.

This story is very untrustworthy. It reports a protest for one thing as a protest for something else. The
source of the photographs cannot be verified. It attempts, Hert to discredit the news media, thus
engaging in misdirection. The site (and other sites, for many sites ran this item) is much less trustworthy
as a result of running this item.

It is worth noting- as denonstrated in the trackbacksthat this story ha been widely circulated. This is
common, even for untrustworthy stories. That is why it is important to read, not only numerous source,
but also diverse sources. And to check the data for yourself.

Again, one should ask why such a blatantly misleadiny stchieved such wide circulation.
Secure RSS Syndication

This site suggests that there is a need for encrypted RSS feeds and demonstrates how it is done. The
need expressed is the autherdbwn, and two potential solutions are considered and rejected. The code
used to generate the encryption is provided, along with samples of the encrypted data.

This article is very trustworthy. Very specific information is given, and in a form (via cancpdss that

can be directly verified by the reader. It should be noted that one argument ("Atom isn't finished") will
cease to be true at a future point; if you were reading this article after Atom is finished you would want
to check to see whether it sigfies the need as well.

This article is supportive of the idea that encrypted content syndication is a good idea. This suggests that
the author may have an interest in promoting commercial applications of content syndication. But such

a conclusion shouldot be drawn without looking at a large number of other items written by the same
author.


http://www.blackfive.net/main/2005/07/iraqis_march_ag.html
http://www.xml.com/pub/a/2005/07/13/secure-rss.html
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Bastille Day

This is a Wikipedia article about Bastille Day. Readers should note that Wikipedia artiplestiye
change. This article was current at 11:40 a.m. EDT, July 16, 2005.

The article begins, "Bastille Day is the French national holiday, celebrated on 14 July each year" and
provides some background. This information can be verified from numerousesousag a quick

Google search oiBastille Day'. Much of the background and information is substantiated by other
sources.

The article next contains the comment, "Margaret Thatcher once said of the French 'who can trust a
people who celebrate, as their tianal event, a jailbreak’." This statement does not tell us about Bastille
Day. It is derogatory to the French. The source of the quotation is not given. This statement may be
disregarded as vandalism. (It is worth noting that as of 11:47 a.m. the statdmd been removed.)

This article, with the exception of the one item noted, is trustworthy.
The Price is Right pricing games

This is a Wikipedia article about The Price istRRgmaders should note that Wikipedia articles
frequently change. This article was current at 11:51 a.m. EDT, July 16, 2005.

The article lists a number 6fminigames' played on The Price is Right. Each game is described, with in
formation about when it waplayed, how frequently it was played, and records, if applicable. Three
external sources, including one from CBS, the producer of The Price Is Right, and one with screen shots
of the games, are provided.

Readers who have seen The Price is Right can tlegifyame descriptions for themselves from their
own experience. From my perspective (having seen many of the games) this article is very trustworthy.

The Flight of th&umblebee

This is a video of a person playing Flight of the Bumblebee solo on guitar. The video is sufficiently
detailed to show the fingering. The sound is a guitar sound. The tune is recognizable as Flight of the
Bumblebee (people who have not heardsipiece of music before should consult alteraatsources to
verify the title. This video is trustworthy.

Moncton, 16 July, 2005


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bastille_Day
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Price_is_Right_pricing_games
http://video.google.com/videoplay?docid=-7062755007967298724&q=bumblebee
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Applying Critical Reasoning

A PLENK participantrote:

I have found that when | actually apply my critical knowledge skjliestioning the status of
procedures, rules and argumentgay a price.

It may be that | am ignored or | am excluded. Or judged difficult. But the point is thratwen we do
enable our students to be users of knowledgad encourage them to question, the pressure within
society- our institutions- effects a price.

The price is usually economic and social exclusion.
Hmmm..What to do then?

| have three major piges of advice, gleaned from years of hard experience of exactly what you describe
here.

1. Pick your battles
2. Find your friends
3. Show results

The first means applying a judicious hand. My experience has been that most discussion in meetings,
committees etc., is unreasonable and illogical. People make decisions based on poor evidence, bad
reasoning, bias and prejudice, and worse. It's ongoing and you can't stop it.

And, as you pointed out, these same people will react badly when you attempt to inject &f reason
into the debate. Your considered and fdizised reasoning will be interpreted as a personal attack. No
matter what pains you take (and you should!) to depersonalize the matter, to make the subject of
debate and not the person the locus ofdiission, people will think it reflects badly on them if you
disagree with them.

So, pick your battles. Let the small stuff go. A lot of what matters will not have any long term impact.
Don't enter into arguments you can't win. ldentify what is core fan,ywhat you can't or won't back

down on, and raise these issues consistently. You still won't be successful when you raise your points.
But your consistently will serve notice to other people that on these points they need to be much more
careful before laping in.

The second applies to picking your friends. It's really hard to be the lone voice of reason at meetings or
in committees, and often, you don't have to be. Be observant and watch for people who apply reason


http://ple.elg.ca/course/moodle/mod/forum/discuss.php?d=460#p3412
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and evidence to their considerations. kit clear to them that by arguing in this way you will respect
their position and potentially modify your position accordingly.

These are people you can work with, and people you should gravitate toward. If your current venue of
activity contains no candates, find alternative venues. Some venues (like, say, staff meetings) cannot
be avoided, but if they are unproductive, invest your energy and commitment elsewkere
subcommittees, special interest groups, professional associatiwhgrever you catind voices of

reason.

You can also find friends by being clear about how you reach opinions, and by (in the parlance of fifth
grade mathematics) showing your work. This will identify you as a person who gives thought and
consideration to logic and evidemcand hence identifies you to others as someone who can be worked
with.

Finally, third, produce. As someone (Dan Rehak? Wayne Hodgins?) once said to me, "quality ships." It is
all very well to have opinions, however weéirsed, but the best evidence thgbu know things, can
work through evidence, and evaluate priorities, is by "shipping", or actually delivering results.

Do the work. Write the background papers, do the interviews with clients, draft the policies, write the
software, design the deliverablevhatever it is that your group or association does. In my work here at
NRC the strongest argument | have for my opinions is that | deliver results. Disagreeing with me or
blocking my work has a cost to the organization.

But also, by doing the work, yaue providing tangible assistance to the people you are currently
disagreeing with. You are providing a set of accomplishments they can hang their hats on, through their
association with you. There's an old saying for public speakers, "love your audighizh really works,
because if you are focused on how much you want to help and support your audience, you lose all your
seltconsciousness about speaking in public. It works in the office as well.

The person whose voice is most respected in any gronptithe person who leads, or is smartest, or is
even right. It is the person perceived by the rest to have the leastraeliest, the person who is there

to help rather than the person who is there to pursue an agenda or toot their own horn. A minute spe
helping the other person achieve their ends (which are often not even in conflict with yours) is far more
productive than a minute spent arguing with them.

| hope this helps.

Moncton, November 18, 2010
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How Do You Know?

Part One

I have just finished presentationto the British Council consisting of a video and a short discussion. I'm
not happy with the result partially because the process of producing the video seemed to be cursed
(including one crastiat wiped out hours of workCamtasia has no autosave! who knew?) and partially
because | didn't feel comfortable with the discourse.

The video production is one thing, and | can live with a more or less proficient video because it's part of
the ongoing pocess of learning a new way to communicate. But I'm less sanguine about the discourse. |
have a sense of what went wrong with-iteven talked about that a bit during the sessidiut still it

nags at me with deeper issues still unresolved.

We weren'tvery far into the discussion when | made the comment that "if you're just presenting
information, online is better than the traditional classroom." The point | was trying to make was that the
unique advantage of the classroom is that it enables-faetace interaction, and that it should be used

for that, leaving other things to other people.

And so, of course, someone asked me, "How do you know?" Which stoppedanbecause | don't
know - but because of the utter impossibility of answering the question

There are so many differences in communitlie different vocabularies we use and the different
assumptions we share, for example. For me to express point A in such a way that it will be understood
the way | understand it, | need to work through a fainount of background. But in a session like ths

20 minute video and a few seconds of discussithrere was no way | was going to be able to

accomplish that.

And this carries over to differences in epistemology. The question of 'How do you know' difarent
things to different people. In some cases, it's not even appropridte football coach instructs a player,
the player doesn't say "How do you know" because he knows that the coach isn't set up to answer
guestions of that sort (he'll say, depend on my experience" or some such thing, offering a statement
that has no more credibility than the original assertion). In other cases, some sort of process or set of
conditions is assumedand this varies from discipline to discipline, communitgéonmunity.

In this particular instance | was speaking at a conference on blended learning. So there's a certain
perspective that has already been adopted, one that already says that the classroom should not be
abandoned. Indeed, the classroom is like tlaséline reference, and the role of ICT is to support by
being what the classroom cannot bbeing available at home, for example, or at midnight, or around

the world. ICT is abo@nhancindearning, in the blended learning model. And this picture cotloe’
further from my own model if it tried. For me, it felt like going to a prayer meeting and talking about the
role atheism could play in the devotee's life.


http://www.downes.ca/post/40533
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You see, from where | sit, blended learning is a bit like intelligent design. It's a way e pe&eep

hold of their traditional beliefs, to maintain the primacy of the classroom, the primacy of authority in
education, the primacy of the informatietnansfer model of learning, and at the same time (because it's
blended you see) to appear as ambates of new learning technologies, including (as was the subject of
the conference) Web 2.0. It's faith pretending to be science. While in my world, there is basically no role
for the classroom at all. It's irrelevant.

To their credit, they were willintp let me have that, giving me room to reinvent the faoeface
interaction (whichl do believe ihto allow full and proper play for Web 2.0 and ICT in general. But | am
still faced with the fundamental quetions: how do | explain what | mean, and how do | know (or show |
know) it is true?

To take a case in point: | said "if you're just presenting information, online is better than the traditional
classroom.”" What | thought | was making was a straigiward assertion about the properties of the
traditional classroom and the online presentation of information. | wanted to bring this out but found
that | didn't have the words.

For example, information is transmitted online at much greater bandwidth tharclassroom. This is
partially because a person standing at the front of the room can only speak at a certain speed. The
words only come out so fasand at a fraction of the speed they can be read (at least by most people).
And in a classroom the instruatmust attend to the needs of all students, which means there will be
periods of 'dead air', where one student is being addressed at the expense of everyone else, who must
sit and wait.

| wanted to say this, but | couldn't say this, because the audienat atteadyknowthis - and yet,

despite this knowledge, wittill favour classroom delivery, which is why what | thought was a statement
of fact- that "if you're just presenting information, online is better than the traditional classroom"
became a stiement of opinion, that needed some sort of evidence. Frognperspective, it was as

though | had said "the sky is blue" and someone (who apparently believe there was no sky) asked my
how | knew. How do you explain? How do yogue?

What could 'better' een meanin such a context?

Because my own statementhat "if you're just presenting information, online is better than the
traditional classroom* doesn't even make sense in the context of my own theory, because | do not
support an informatiortransfertheory of education. I'm in the position where I'm trying to discuss the
relative advantages of online anddfass learning, and trying to place myself into the context of the
existing discussion, which works to a certain point, but which vaporizes wieesqd in certain ways.

How do | know it is better? Well in this world there are certain outcomes to be expected, and means of
measuring those outcomes, so that the relative efficacy of classroom instruction and online instruction
could be compared, by cdacting pretests and pogests against standardized evaluations, using


http://www.downes.ca/post/38645
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standardized curricula. And the best | could say, under such conditions, is that therdifference
based on 40 yars of studies. Which they must know about, right?

All this is going through my mind as | seek to answer the question.

I consider the possibility that by 'better' he means 'more efficient'. Because here | could argue (with
some caveats about production nfeids and delivery, the sort of things | outlineligarning Objec)s
that the use of online delivery methods is much cheaper than the very labtemsive methodology of
the classroom. That avare paying, for example, research professors (who don't exgent to teach)

very high salaries to accomplish something that could be as well done using multimedia.

So | concluded that he was looking for evidence of the usuat sartlies that showed kowledge was

more reliably transferred (or at the very least, implanted) using ICTs than in classroom instruction.
Probably such studies exist (you can find a study to support almost anything these days). But | am again
hitting the two-fold dilemma.

First,our conception of the task is different. | had just come from reading and writing as3aiciative
learning "The result in the brain is strengthening or weakening of a seeofal connections, a

relatively slow process." It's not about content transfer, it's about repeated exposure (preferably where

it is highly salient, as this impacts the strength of the neural connection). The classroom plays almost no
role in this; at besit focuses the student's attention, so that subsequent exposure to a phenomenon

will be more salient.

This is (as so often happens) abutted directly against corporate or institutional objectives. The fact that
trainers and teachers have certain thingsatithey need to teach their students, and that this is

generally nomegotiable (to me, this is a lot like the Senate legislating that the value of Pi is 3, but |
digress). That evidently, and by all evidence, these objectizebe accomplished using slsroom
instruction, and that moreover, themight not beusing ICTs.

The evidence, of course, is the set of successful exam results. OnethialgJdvith the experience of
No Child Left Behind behind us, that we would be sensitive to the numerous anifanlts means of
manipulatingsuch results. | havweritten beforeabout how such tests can' be trusted. About how the
proposition that therecan be (secalled) evidencévased policyshould not be believedAnd I've linked
to the misconceptiongpeople carry with them about this. Butan't shakén people that belief that
there is, after all is said and done, some way to measure whether one or the other is better.

The thing is, there is no definition of 'better’' that we could define the parameters for guch

measurement, and even if there were, the determinates of 'better' are multiple and complex. A person's
score on a test, for example, is subject to multiple and mutually dependent factors, such that you cannot
control for one variable while testing fone others. Any such measurement will build into its

methodology the outcome it is looking for.

The problem is according to everything we seem to knewnless there is some way wieasuringhe
difference, there is no way tenowthe difference. Even e don't believe that "if it can't be measured,
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it doesn't exist," it must be that measurements givesosnesense of what is better and what is not
that they can at least approximate reality, if not nail it down precisely. | don't agre=wrong
measirement can suggest that you are succeeding, when you are failing. Sometimes these wrong
measurements are deliberately constructethe phenomenon of greenhouse gesensityis a case in
point.

At a minimum, this position takes a good deal of background and analysis to establish. At worst,
attempting to maintain such a position leaves open the charge of 'charlatan’. Respongbisiikeach

time | read a student's paper containing 'l think, | feel, | believe,' | am aggravated, acerbically critical, and
given to outbursts of invective: 'Why do | care what you feel?' | write, roaring withldtawed pen.

"This is not an emotional experience. Believe? Why would you think you can base an argument on
unsubstantiated belief? You don't know enough to believe much of anything. Think? You don't think at
all. This is mental masturbation. Without evidence you have eseédtly nothing!™

Am | a charlatan when | say things like "if you're just presenting information, online is better than the
traditional classroom?" Even if | have nothing to personally gain from such statements, am | leading
people down the garden pathi®is very difficult, in the face of things like the British Council

presentation, to suppose people are thinking anything else. "It's a nice line," they think to themselves as
| stumble in front of them, attempting lamely to justify my lack of evidenbat there's no reason |

should believe it."

Which raises the questiorwhy dol believe it?

I have made decisions in my own life. | have chosen this way of studying over that. | have chosen this
way of communicating over that. | didn't conduct a studyvbich way to learn and which way to
communicate. | operated bigel There's no way of knowing whether | might not have been more
successful if, say, | had stayed in the academic mainstream, published books and papers, assigned my
copyrights to publisherdearned through classes and conferences and papers and lectures.

But, of coursethat was never the decision | made. At no point did | sit down and say, | will eschew
traditional academia, | will learn informally, through RSS andkaogswhat Web 2.0 tehnology, and
(while I'm at it) | will embrace Creative Commons and lock publishers out of the loop. Indeed, | don't
think | could havémaginedall of that, were we to suppose some fateful day when such a decision
would have been made. | made the decismme small step at a time, one small adjustment at a time, as
though | were surfing a wave, cutting, chipping, driving forward, each decision a minute adjustment,
each characterized not by measurement, not by adherence to principle, deebyyreaction, by
recognition

This is important. George Siemens says kmamwledges distributed across the network, and it is, but
how we knowis irreducibly personal.

What does that mean? Well, part of what it means is that when we are actually making decistais,
not in factconsult principles, best practices, statistics or measurements. Indeed, it is even with some
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effort that we refrain from playing the hunch, in cases where we (cognitively) know that it's a bad bet
(and we walk away (and I've had this fag) saying, "I know the horse lost, but | still should have bet on
the gray," as if that would have made the difference).

Malcom Gladwell saysjake snap decision3rust our instincts. What this means isyerecisely an
abandonment of principle, an abandonment of measurement, in the making of decisions. It's the same
sort of thing. My 'knowing' is the culumation of a lifetime of such decisions. | have come to 'know' that
"if you're just presenting informadin, online is better than the traditional classroom" in this wayen
though the statement is, in the contex of my own theories, counterfactual. | know it in the same way |
know that 'brakeless trains are dangerousot by any principle, not my any duations of actual

brakeless trains, but because | have com&riow, to recognize, the nature (and danger) of brakeless
trains.

We sometimes call this 'the weight of experience’. And this is why my 'knowledge' differs from yours.
Not because one of us, dre other, has failed to take into account the evidence. But because the
weight of our respective experiences differs.

This gets back to the question of why 'presenting information' will not be 'successful’ (let alone 'better’)
in my view. Recall that bil that the wrong measurement can suggest that you are succeeding, when
you are failing. We can present information, and then test students to see if the remember that
information. If they are successful on the test, then we say that they 'know' thatiation.

My experiences with my presentations is different. | can make a presentagiach as, say, today to the
British CouncH and walk away feeling that while the audience heard me, and while they could probably
pass atest (I am a good presentdteaall, even on my bad days, and they are smart people, with
exceptional memories), | would not say that they 'know' what | taught them. Wittgenstein says,
"Somebody demonstrates that Henowsthat the ice is safe, by walking on it." These participardy m

leave the conference being able to repeat the words, but scarce any of them will change their practice,
eschew the classroom, embrace the world of Web 2.0.

How can | say that thégnowmy position, if all they do (all they can do?) is repeat the woltbigiey

'knew' my position, they would change their practiogouldn't they? If they had the sameowledgel

had- which would have the same weight of experience | htby they would naturally, without the

need for convincing (or even training) maketsame decisions | did. Without needing even to think

about it. That's what Dreyfus and Dreyfus a@tipert knowledge "He does not solve problems. He does
not even thinkHe just does what normally works and, of course, it normally works." And it can't be
obtained by measurement, it can't be expressed in principles, it can't be taught as a body of knowledge,
and it can't be measured by answers on a test.

A presentation sutas the one | gave at British Council this morning (or at CADE a month ago) isn't a
transfer of information. People may acquire some words and expressions from me, but they won't
acquire knowledge, because even if my presentation were perfect, it cotldantorm the repetition of
instances required in order to create a weight of experience on a certain subject. The best | could do is
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to repeat a word or phrase over and over, in different ways and slightly different contexts, the way
advertising does, athe comedian that kept repeating 'Via' ("Veeeeeee.... ahhhhhhh").

A presentation is a performance. It is a demonstration of the presenter's expertise. The idea is that,
through this modeling through facility with the terminology, through demonstrationamethodology,
through the definition of a domain of discourse (which will be reinforced by many other presentations
on the same subjectif you hear Wittgenstein's name often enough, you come to believe he's a genius)
- you learn what it is to be 'exper

A lecture won't impart new knowledge on older, more experienced listeners it altquires the status

of gossip, serving mainly to fill people in on who has been saying what recently, what are the latest 'in'
theories or terms. The point of a tadin 'Web 2.0' is to allow people to talk about it, not to result in their
'knowing' it. With younger participants (interestingly the least represented at academic conferences,
lest they be swayed by people other than their own professors) the inspiring wi&maion of academic
expertise serves as a point of departure for a lifetime of similar practices that will, in a generation, result
in similar expertise (people did not become disciples of Wittgenstein becausddfieyedhim - it is

very unlikely thathey evenunderstoochim - but by the fact that he could (with a glance, it seemed)

utterly demolish the giants in the field of mathematical philosophy).

| have spoken elsewhere about what sort of knowledge this is- #34 have characterized it elgkere

- emergent knowledgewhich may be known by the fact that it is mugrceivedie., it is not sensory, the
way 'red' or 'salty’ are sensory) and it is maéasured but by the fact that it isecognizedlt is a
'snapping to' of awareness, the way wee aduck(or a rabbit) or suddenly discovévalda

'Recognition’, in turn, amounts tihe exciting of a set of connections, one that is (relevantly) similar to

the current content of perception. It is a network phenomendhe activation of a 'concept' (and its

related and attendant expectations) given a certain (set of) input conditio{(egn we present certain
phenomena to the network, in the form of a set of activations at an 'input layer' of neurons, then based
on the set of existing connections in the network, some neurons (and corresponding connections) are
activated, while othersemain silent; this present experience (sometimes) produces a response, and (in
every case) contributes to the set of future connections (one connection is subtly strengthened, another
subtly weakened).

When presented with a certain set of input phenomeyal canremember- to certain degree. If given
sufficient motivation, you can associate certain noises (or certain shapes) with each other. On being
told, I can remember that 'Paris’ is the ‘capital' of 'France’, and even repeat that information on a test
(and moreover, remember who said it to me, and when, and under what circumstances), but | cannot be
said toknowunless | demonstrate (a disposition?) that if | want to see the President of France, that then
I go to Paris. And this is not the sort of thihgt is on a test it is a sort of thing that allows a person to

have 'learned’ that Sydney is in Australia, and even how to book an airline ticket to Sydney, and not
notice that they ardraveling to Canada
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How do | know? Becauséy virtue of my experiences with traditional and online settinidd were

trying to supportknowledgein a person, | would not turn to the classroom, but rather, some sort of
practice, and even if | were (becsiof policy or the demands of corporate managers) trying to support
rememberingn a person, | would contrive to have it presented to them, ovr and over, in the most
efficient and ubiquitous means possible, which today is via ICTs.

How doyouknow whetherto believe me?

You don't. Or, more accurately, there is nothing | can provide you that will convince you to believe me if
you are not already predisposed to believe me. The best | can do is to suggest a course of action (ie., a
set of experiences that yozan give yourself) such that, after these experiences, you will come to see

the world in the same way | do. That is why my talk to the British Council (and to many other audiences)
described just that, a set g@iractices and not a set of theorems, or exppmental results, or the like.

The practices | presented constitute (one way of describing) the practices | undertake in my own
learning and development. The evidence, then, of whether these practices is in whether you believe that
| have demonstrated mgxpertise. This, in turn, depends on your own sense of recognrisome

people will recognize that | have achieved a certain degree of expertise, while others will leave the room
with the verdict of ‘charlatan’.

And what follows is a subtle daneéhe connectivismGeorge Siemens talks abouwhere you

demonstrate your expertise and | demonstrate mirend where each of us adopts some of the
practices of the others (or rejects them, the case may be) and where the connections between people
with similar practices is reinforced, and knowledge demonstrated in such a community not by what it
says (hence the fate of critical theory) but by what it does. This is the process (and | hiauseelxp
elsewherethe properties of the network that will grant the process some degree of reliability).

Part Two

These are hard questions.

What | describedh my papelis my best answer to the question 'how do | know', that is, it tries to
explain how | (in fact) know things. It is therefore not a description of the criteria | should use to
distinguish truth from falsity, nor how oneepson can convince another person of something.

Indeed, viewed as a system for determining the truth of something, the paper seems pretty ridiculous.
Wealth of experience? Why should anyone trust that! Why is my wealth of experience any better than
anyoneelse?

The problem is, the description of how wefactlearn things does not carry with it any sort of
guarantee that what we've learned is true. But without such a guarantee, there can be no telling for
ourselves what to believe or not to believe, no wayonvince other people. It's like we're leaves blown
about by the by the breeze, with no way to sway the natural forces that affect us.
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Moreover, the problem is:

- the isno guarantee

- yet wedo distinguish between true and false (and believe we hamgethod for doing so)
- and wedowant to be able to sway other people

What complicates the matterand the point where | deliberately stopped in the other paperthat
not everybody is honest about what they know and what they don't know. Sometinees trenuinely
arecharlatans, and they want to fool us. Sometimes they are simply mistaken.

There's not going to be a simple way to step through this.

I went immediately from the British Council talk, where | was trying to foster a point of view, toiarsess
inside Second Life, where | played the role of the sceptic. Not that | think that the people promoting
Second Life are charlatans. But | do think they are mistaken, and | do think some of the statements they
make are false.

The fact is, even though the are no guarantees, we will nonetheless make judgments about truth and
falsehood. It is these judgmentand the manner of making these judgmentbat will sway the
opinions of other people.

You can'tell people things, you can onghowthem.

Now een this statement needs to be understood carefully. It is true that we can tell people things, eg.,
that 'Paris is the capital of France' that they will remembleunt it does not follow that theknowthis;

they will need to see independent evidence (sash say, newscasts from 'the capital of France'). Telling
produces memory. Showing (and experiepreducing processes in general) produces belief.

But now- even this needs to be qualified. Because if fgllsomething to somebody enough times, it
becomnes a type of proxy experience. Satrictly speaking you canproduce belief by telling but not by
'telling' as we ordinarily think of it, but by a repeated and constant telling.

Additionally, we can make 'telling' seem more like experience when viegéstne person from other
experiences. When the 'telling' is the only experience a person has, it becomes the proxy for experience.

It is worth noting that we consider these to be illicit means of persuasion. The former is propaganda, the
latter is indoctination. Neither (admittedly) is a guaranteed way of changing a person's mind. But it is
reliable enough, as a causal process, that it has been identified and described as an illicit means of
persuasion.

Let me return now to how we distinguish truth froialsehood.

This is not the same as the process of coming to know, because this process has no such mechanism
built into it. The way we come to know things is distinct from the way we distinguish between truth and
falsehood.
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This may seem counténtuitive, but I've seen it a lot. | may be arguing with someone, for example, and
they follow my argument. "l agree,” they say, "Um hm, um hm." But then | get to the conclusion, and
they look at me and say, "But no..." It's this phenomenon that gives people tlinddébey've been

tricked, that I've played some sort of semantic game.

So there are processes through which we distinguish truth and falsity. Processes through which we (if
you will) construct the knowledge we have. We see the qualities of things. We ttoogs. We

recognize patterns in complex phenomena. These all lead us, through a cognitive process, to assert that
this or that is true or false.

Usually, this cognitive process accords with our experience. For example, we say that the ball is red
becaue we saw that the ball was red. We say that there were four lights because we saw four lights. It
is close enough that we saw that we came to know that the statement wadbtoauseof the

experience. Butagain- the process of knowing is separate frahe process of distinguishing truth

from falsehood.

There are general principles of cognition. These are well kndta propositional logic, mathematics,
categorical logic, the rest (and if you want to see the separation between 'knowing' and 'didtinguis

truth from falsity' then look at some of these advanced forms of ledeontic logic, for example. We

can use some such process to say that some statement is true, but because the process is so arcane to
us, the statement never becomes something gow' - we would certainly hesitate before acting on it,

for example).

There are also well known fallacies of cognition. | have documented (many of) these on my fallacies site.
It is interesting to note that these are for the most part fallacies of disitoa. What they do is focus

your attention on something that has nothing to do with the proposition in question while suggesting

that there is a cognitive link between the two. You come to 'know' something that isn't true, because

you have had the expenmee.

Consider the fallacy: "If the plant was polluting the river, we would see the pollution. Anduamkan

see the pollution." We look, and we see the pollution. It becomes part of our experience. It becomes the
reason we 'know' that the plant is pating the river. No amount of argumenho amount of 'telling’

(except, say, indoctrination) will convince us otherwise. We have to actually go to the plant and see that
it is not polluting the river in order to understando know- that we were the vitim of a fallacy.

There is a constant ba@ad-forth being waged in all of us, between what we 'know' and the things we
say are 'true and false'.

That is why | say you can't 'tell' a person something. Merely convincing them (even if you can) to agree
that 'this is true' is a long way from getting themkoowit - getting them to believe it, to act on it, to
make wagers on it.

So- convincing a person comes downgbowingthem something.
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Often this 'showing' will be accompanied with a line of reasonmpatter - designed to lead them to
the 'truth' of what they are being shown. But the knowledge comes from the showing, not the patter.

Even with showing, there are no guarantees. "You can lead a horse to water..." Even the experience may
not be sufficiento convince a person. Any experience is being balanced against the combined weight of
other experiences (perhaps the 'patter' is sufficient to sway people in some {@modigo cases, by

offering a coherence with other experiencesn easy path for beligb follow).

A great deal depends on the nature of the experience. Experiences can be vivid, can force themselves on
us. They can be shocking or disturbing. Images of violence capture our attention; images having to do
with sex capture our attention. Our@ntion, even, can be swayed by prior experiencaperson who

has spent a lifetime around tame tigers will react very differently on seeing a tiger than a person who

has only known them to be dangerous carnivores.

'‘Convincing' becomes a process of poigt a process of showing. Sometimes what a person is told can
direct a person where to look (in this piece of writing | am encouraging to look at how you come to have
your own knowledge, to see how it is the result of a separate track from how you cosee things are

true and false). Sometimes the experiences can be contriasdsay, in a simulaticror the senses

fooled. Some mediaespecially visual mediacan stand as substitutes for experience.

We can have experiences of abstract thintfze weight of experience just is a way of accomplishing
this. The logical fallacies, for examplen being shown a sufficient number of fallacies, and on seeing
the fallaciousnessf them, we can come to have a knowledge of the fallacigh that, when we
experience a similar phenomenon in the future, we experienes fallacious

Convincing becomes a matter of showing, showing not just states of affairs in the world, but processes
of reason and inference. If | can show actual instances of inferencealp@rson comes to believe,

comes to know, this or that, then it becomlesown, and not merely believed, by the viewer. If | can

show my reasoningrocessthen this process can b known (after being experienced and practiced any
number of times) by the leaer.

'Expert knowledge' is when a person not only remembers something, but when a person has come to
know it, has come to know the processes surrounding a discipline. Such knowledge is often ireffable
the knower can't even enumerate the (true or falsegtements that constitute the knowledge, or that

led to the knowledge. What a persdmowsis distinct from what a persosaysis true or false.

It is not truth that guarantees knowledge. It is knowledge that guarantees truth.

Moncton, 19 June, 2007
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Having Reasons

Semantics is the study of meaning, truth, purpose or goal in communication. It can be thought of loosely
as an examination of what elements in communication 'stand for".

Because human communication is so wonderfully varied and expressive yao$tsemantics can very
quickly become complex and obscure.

This is especially the case when we allow that meanings can be based not only in what the speaker
intended, but what the listener understood, what the analyst finds, what the reasonable persentexp
and what the words suggest.

In formal logic, semantics is the study of the conditions under which a proposition can be true. This can
be based orstates of affairsn the world, the meanings of ¢éhterms, such as we find intauth table, or
can be based onmodel or representatiomf the world or some part of it.

In computerscience, there arevell-established methos of constructing models. These models form the
basis for representations of data on which operations will be formed, and from which vidivie wi
generated.

David Chandlegxplainswhy this study is important. "The study of signs is the study of the construction
and maintenance of reality. To decline such agtis to leave to others the control of the world of
meanings."

When you allow other people to define what the womieanand to state what makes theinue, you
are surrendering to them significant ground in a conversation or argument.These constituté akuedt
calls a frame".

"Every word is defined relative to a conceptual framework. If you have something like 'revolt,' that
implies a population that is being ruled unfairty,assumes it is being ruled unfairly, and that they are
throwing off their rulers, which would be considered a good thing. That's a frame."

It's easy and tempting to leave the task of defining meanings and truth conditions to others. Everyone
tires of phying "semantical games" at some time or another. Yet understanding the tools and
techniques of semantics gives a person tools to more deeply understand the world and to more clearly
express him or her self.

Let me offer one simple example to make thismioi

We often hear people express propositions as probabilities. Sometimes these are very precisely
expressed, as in the form "there is a 40 percent probability of rain.” Other times they are vague. "He
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probably eats lettuce for lunch." And other times, pabilities are expressed as 'odds'. "He has a one in
three chance of winning."

The calculation or probability can be daunting. Probability can becaom®lexin a hurry.
Understanding probabilitgan require understanding@obability calculusAnd there is an endless
supply of related concepts, suchBayes Theoreraof prior probability.

But when we consider theemanticof probability, we are asking the question, "on what are all of these
calculations based?" Because there's no simple answer to the question, "what makes a statement about
probabilities true?" There i80 such thingn the worldthat corresponds to a "40 percent chancét's

either raining, or it's not raining.

A semantics of probability depends oniaterpretationof probability theory. And there are sonmeajor
interpretations you can choose from, including:

1. The logical interpretation of probability. Described most fully in Rudolf Carbagisal Foundatian

of Probability the idea at its heart is quite simple. Create 'state descriptions' consisting of all possible
states of affairs in the world. These state descriptions are conjunctions of atomic sentences or their
negations. The probability that one dfdse state sentences is 'true' is the percentage of state
descriptions in which it is asserted. What is the possibility that a dice roll will be 'three'? There are six
possible states, and 'three' occurs in one of them, therefore the probability is Joinl®,.6 percent.

2. The frequentist interpretation of probability. Articulated Bgns Reichenbackhe idea is that all
frequencies are subsets of larger frequencies. "Raibach attempts to provide a foundation for

probability claims in terms of properties of sequences.” This is the basis for inductive interence. What
we have seen in the world in the past is part of a larger picture that will continue into the futuoa If y

roll the dice enough times and observe the results, what you will discover (in fair dice) that the number
‘three' appears 16.6 percent of the time. This is good grounds for expecting the dice to roll 'three' at that
same percentage in the future.

3. Thesubjectivist interpretation of probability. Articulated by Frank Ramsay, $Uibgectivist theory
analyses probability in terms of degrees of belief. A crude version would simply idbetgtatement
that something is probable with the statement that the speaker is more inclined to believe it than to
disbelieve it." What is the probability that the dice will roll '‘three'? Well, what would we bet on it?
Observers of these dice, and of @lin general, would bet one dollar to win six. Thus, the probability is
16.6 percent.

Each of these interpretations has its strengths and weaknesses. And each could be expanded into more
and more detail. What counts, for example, as a 'property' in a stageription? Or, what are we to
make of irrational gamblers in the subjectivist interpretation?

But the main lesson to be drawn is tviold:
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- first, when somebody offers a statement about probabilities, there are different ways of looking at it,
different ways it could be true, different meanings we could assign to it.

- and second, when such a statement has been offered, the person offering the statemagntell be
assumingpne of these interpretations, and expects that you will too, even in cases where
interpretation may not be warranted.

What's important here is not so much a knowledge of the details of the different interpretatimss of

all, you probability couldn't learn all the details in a lifetime, and second, most people who make
probaklity assertions do so without any knowledge of these details. What is important to know is simply
that they exist that there are differenfoundationsof probability, and that any of them could come into
play at any time.

What's more, these interpretatios will come into play not only when you make statements about the
probability of something happening, but when you make statements generally. What is the foundation
of your belief?

How should we interpret what you've said? Is it based on your own arglktiowledge, your own
experience of states of affairs, or of the degree of certainty that you hold? Each of these is a reasonable
option, and knowing which of these motivates you will help you undertsand your own beliefs and how

to argue for them.

Becausein the end, semantidsn't about what some communication 'stands for'. It is about, most
precisely, what you believe words to mean, what you believe creates truth and falsehood, what makes a
principle worth defending or an action worth carrying out.

It is what separates you from automatons or animals operating on instinct. It is the basis behind having
reasons at all. It is what allows for tpessibilityof having reasons, and what allows you to regard your
point of view, and that of others, from thegpspective of those reasonsyen ifthey are not clearly
articulated or identified.

The whole concept of 'having reasons' is probably the deepest challenge there is for connectivism, or for
any theory of learning. We don't want people to simply toaeastinctively to events, we want them to

react on a reasonable (and hopefully rational) basis. At the same time, we are hoping to develop a
degree of expertieso natural and effortless that it seems intuitive.

Connectivist theory is essentially the idea that if we expose a network to appropriate stimuli, and have it
interact with that stimuli, the result will be that the networktisinedto react approprately to that

stimuli. Themodelsuggests that exposure to stimuthe conversation and practices of the discipline of
chemistry, say will result in the creation of a distributegpresentatiorof the knowledge embodied in

that discipline, that we wiliterally becomea chemist, having internalizesdhat it is to bea chemist.


http://blog.bruceabernethy.com/post/The-Dreyfus-Model-of-Skills-Acquisition.aspx
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But the need to 'have reasons' suggests that there is more to becoming a chemist than simply
developing the instincts of a chemist. Underlying that, and underlying that of angpidamhknowledge,

is the idea of being aepistemic agenta knowing knower who knows, and not a mere perceiver,

reactor, or doer. The having of reasons implies what Dennett calisthetional stance an

interpretationof physical systems or designs from the point of view or perspective of reasons, belief and
knowledge.

We could discuss the details of having and giving reasons until the cows come home (or until the cows
follow their preprogrammed instinct to follow paths leading to sources of food to a place designated by
an external agent as 'home’). From the point of view of the learner, through, probably the most
important point to stress is that theganhave reasons, thegto have reasas, and they should be

reflective and consider thsourceof those reasons.

Owning your own reasons is probably the most critical starting point, and ending point, in personal
learning and personal empowerment. To undertake personal learning is to unddeaining for your
own reasons, whatever they may be, and the outcome is, ultimately, your being able to articulate,
examine, and define those reasons.

Moncton, Tuesday, July 06, 2010



http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Intentional_stance
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How Memory Works

This is a summarization of a paper by Eric R. Kamdigle molecular and synaptic basis for memory,
Genes, synapses and memory storadgandel won the 2000 Nobel Prize for this work. | was moved to
write this after listening to a segment GBC's Ideas progragiscussing the nature of learning and
memory. At the end of the paper, | draw the inferences from Kandel's work to my own.

The problem of memory has two major parts:

Thesystemsomponent, wlich concerns "where in the brain memory is stored and how neural circuits
work together to create, process, and recall memories. "

Themolecularcomponent which studies "the mechanisms whereby synapses change and information is
stored"

The systems componéna history:
1865- PierrePaul Broca identifies speech production with a specific area of the brain.

1876- Carl Wernicke identifies language comprehension widiff@rentarea of the brain and
suggests that complex behaviour requires the interactibdifierent brain areas.

1929- Efforts to localize memory fail; Karl Lashley formulates the Law of Mass Action: "the
extent of a memory deficit is correlated with the size of a cortical lesion but not with the specific
site of that lesion.”

1938- Wilder Penfield localizes specific memories in epileptic patients (this was the subject of a
'Heritage Minute' videan Canada "I smell toast burning").

1957- Scoville and Milner localize memy formation in the medial temporal lobe and show
there are multiple, functionally specialized memory systems in the brain.

The idea that there are multiple memory systems in the brain has a long history in the
philosophy of psychology:

early 1800s Frerch philosopher Maine de Biran argues memory can be subdivided into
different systems for ideas, feelings and habits

early 1900s William James divides memory into distinct temporal phases
1913- Henri Bergson distinguishes between conscious memory anid hab
1949- Gilbert Ryldistinguishes between 'knowing that' and 'knowing how'

(1956- Michael Polanyi tacit knowledge (this isn't entioned by Kandel))



http://www.knaw.nl/heinekenprizes/pdf/8.pdf
http://www.cbc.ca/ideas/index.html
http://www.videosift.com/video/I-smell-toast-burning
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Concept_of_Mind
http://www.infed.org/thinkers/polanyi.htm
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memory without record

Scoville and Milner's studies of H.R., a patient who had theimhé&emporal lobe removed, yielded three
major findings:

There was a shoiterm memory unaffected by the loss of other memory functions.
There was a lorterm memory of events prior to the operation.
H.R. could fornsomelongterm memories after, but deed doing so.

This established the distinctions postulated by the philosophers. This distinction between types-of long
term memory is now characterized using the terms:

implicit - corresponding to 'knowing how', is habitual, unarticulated, and not recorded

explicit- corresponding to 'knowing that', is cogimi, artticulated and recorded

The molecular commpnent

Kandel started by looking at the hippocampus but decided to focus on the simplest possible case, the
marine snaiAplysia

Why study Aplysia?
1 Itis smart (for a snaibit can create both shosterm and longterm memories
9 Itis simple- it has only 20,000 neural cells
1 Then neural cells are quite large, amehce easy to study
9 Itis possible to map in detail the synaptic connections between cells with each other

and with sensory and motor systems.

What they found (this is the key finding):


http://www.infed.org/thinkers/bruner.htm
http://employees.csbsju.edu/hjakubowski/classes/ch331/signaltrans/aplysia.htm
http://employees.csbsju.edu/hjakubowski/classes/ch331/signaltrans/aplysia_baby.jpg
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Shortterm storage for implicit memory involves functional changethmstrength
of pre-existing synaptic connections

Longterm storage for implicit memory involves the synthesis of new protein and the
growth of new connections.

This protein synthesis required to convert from shitm to longterm memory was developeéarly in
evolution and hence preserved through all life forms, and is a general mechanism, responsible for both
explicit and implicit memories.

Learning in pre-existing synaptic connections

Let's look at this in detail:

There are two major types of conditiing:

habituation- an animal perceives a sensation as innocuous and ignores it

sensitization an animal perceives a sensation as noxious and tries to defend itself or flee
And two forms of learning:

non-associative an animal habituates or sensitizasd single stimulus

associative an animal habituates or sensitizes to a pair of unrelated stimuli

In order to understand how the animal learns, therefore, "one needs in particular to work out the
pathway whereby the sensory stimulus of the reflex learla behavioral response."

In the short term, habituation is represented by the weakening of the synaptic connection, and the
resulting decrease in the release of glutamate, while sensitization is represented by the strengthening of
the synaptic connectiorgnd the corresponding increase in the release of glutamate.
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Habituated

Interneurons

Excitatory

Inhibitory

Kandel doesn't include the diagrainom Mannat right in the paper, but it nicely illustrates the process.
The little blue ots rpresent the release of glutamate.

Kandel's description of this process (pp-38) provides the chemical basis fdebbian (associative)
learning

"Two events need to happen simultanelyuglutamate needs to bind to the postsynaptic nmda
receptor, and the postsynaptic membrane needs to be depolarized substantially... This coincident
activation of the nmda receptor and postsynaptic depolarization only occur when the weak siphon
stimulus €s) and the strong tail shock (us), are paired together."

Three major lessons are drawn from this work:

1. learning can lead to changes in the strength of connections (synaptic strength)

2. asingle connection can participate in several types of learning

3. each ofthe three simple types of learninghabituation, sensitization and classic conditioning
gives rise to both shotterm and longterm memory, depending on the number of repetitions

The growth of new connections

History of the distinction between shetérm and longterm memory:

1885- Herman Ebbinghaus identifies two phases while learning nonsense syllables


http://www.unmc.edu/Physiology/Mann/mann19.html
http://neuron-ai.tuke.sk/NCS/VOL1/P3_html/node14.html
http://neuron-ai.tuke.sk/NCS/VOL1/P3_html/node14.html
http://www.unmc.edu/Physiology/Mann/pix_19/habituation.gif
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1941- Zubin and Barrera, 1941 note the distinction in people hit in the head

1960s- Louis Flexner and his colleagues identify a biochemical differbatween them; long
term memory requires the synthesis of new protein during the consolidation phase
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What's important is that there is genetic basi¢or both the synthesis of the protein and for the
consolidation phase.
Kandel notes, "Aplysia and Baphila [a type of fruit fly] share some of the same genes and proteins for

converting shortto longterm memory... creb has a role in learning in Drosophila that is similar or
identical to its role in Aplysia, demonstrating striking evolutionary consierva'

The mechanisms through which the protetrtSREHR and CRER2 (aka ATR) - interact with the nucleus
are complex and diagrammettdm Mann) at right.

In combination with other factors (such as, in the fruit fly, the the loss of a cell adhesion molecule), the
interaction with the nucleus stimulates genes that results in the productfareas synaptic

connections.

Explicit memory storage
Explicit memory is more complex because:

1 itinvolves conscious participation in the memory recall


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CREB1
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/CREB2
http://www.unmc.edu/Physiology/Mann/mann19.html
http://www.unmc.edu/Physiology/Mann/pix_19/long_term2.gif
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i it doesn't depend on a simple stimulus; it usually depends on several sensory cues

Based on studies of n@cthehippocampusappears to play a major role in explicit memory. The
hippocampus is basically a set of interconnected neural cell fields. It acts as a deargegfor sensory
input. Plasticitythe growth of new connections) has been discovered at all levels of the hippocampus.
And the creb proteins appear once again to be implicated in the production of hew connections.

Other work has demonstrated the plasticity of sensory systems. For exaaxplesiments in kittens

have demonstrated plasticity in the visual system. Cortical plasticity has also been demonstrated in adult
monkeys. "These several studies suggest that-tengy memory storage lead to anatomical changes in

the mammalian and even ¢hhuman brain much as it does in Aplysia."

A good example is the work done correlating the growth of synaptic connectionglace memory
There are cells in the hippocampus, called pyramid cells, that are placethelsfire when we occupy

a certainplace in our environment. So these cells form a cognitive 'map' of the environment. Various
manipulations can lead teemapping in which all the place cells change.

Conseqguences

a. Learning and Memory
At this point we reach the end of Kandel's paper. Wdrat we to make of these discoveries? What
lessons should we draw?

For me, it requires a clarification of a comment that | have made on several occasions réeariipg
is not memoryKandel does draw a distinction (p. 31): "Learning refers to theisitiqn of new
information about the world and memory refers to the retention of that information over time." But
what does that mean?

Learning is aemanticprocess. It isbout things It hasmeaning
Memory is asyntacticprocess. It is a set of mechanis. It may or may not have meaning.

This is a difficult distinction because the two are so frequently found in the same location. Pyramid cells,
for example, that contain a 'map' of the environment, are created through a process of remembering, as
a resut of the changes of synaptic connections in the hippocampus, but also represent (via the sensory
impressions that cause those changes) distinct places in the environment.

Nonetheless, the two are not the same. It should be clear from this work thatdsisile to create
memoaries that have no semantic content. It should be clear that through manipulations of the physical
process we can creataeaninglesgnemories.

This, in turn, tells us a lot about theliability of synaptic networks, and hence, of natviks in general.
In reliable networks, the mechanisms that cause the creation of connections between neurons are
meaningpreservingthat is, they represeninemories and not merely manipulations of the process.


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hippocampus
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(I am being areful about how | state thigdause there will be different accounts of what constitutes
'meaningpreserving’).

This suggests:

1. Approaches to testing that test for learning, and not merely memory: such testing will be
individuatcentric(like the environment maps in the hippocampusylarot standardized (which
is more likely to reflect syntactic manipulations).

2. Approaches to teaching which are based on creating semantic connections with the world,
through the production of meaningful experiences, rather than syntactic manipulations of
memory, such as memorization and rote

But this needs to be studied further. What constitutes mearpngservation? It isot (as I'll show
below)truth-preservation. But what is it? How do we measure for meaning, and not just syntactic
compliance? Can knomg how learn help us determinevhat we learn?

b. Practice and Reflection
Again, as noted previously, learning is the result of repeated experiences of the same (or similar) type;
the neural connections required for losigrm memory will not be created withut this repetition.

Learning is therefore not simply thesentationof information to an individual. It is not simply the
transfer of a fact from one person to another. At best, this process could create only aestmort
memory. In order to activate thneural connections necessary we need to stimulate the production of
creb proteins, which happens only through repetition.

Advertisers, of course, know this, which is why they repeat brand names, jingles and phone numbers
over and over. Seasoned politin&also know this, which is why the best oratos employ catching
phrases that will be repeated over and over, as in the vides We Cafmaybe one of the best political
advertisements ever).

As lhave said befordearning is not content_earning is somethinmver and abovéhe pressentation of
semantically meaningful information to a person. To learn, one does not simply 'acquire' content, one
grows To learn is @hysicalact, not a merely meratl act.

Again, though, we want to look at this more closely. For example, what constitutes a repetition?

For example: the need for repetition would seem to suggest that a lecture would be a poor form of
teaching, since it does not produce repetition. But:

1 Can we style lectures such that the repetition is contained in the lecture?

1 Can people listening to lectures create repetition through the use of different modalities, such
as taking notes, livblogging or summarizing?

1 Can we create repetitions througheltonduct of lectureelated tasks, such as projects or
problemsolving based on the contents of lectures?


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jjXyqcx-mYY&e
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1 Doeslearning for ourselvestimulate the production of the repetitions required for memory?
1 Is there a connection betweesemantic contenand repettion - does learning in authentic
contexts increase the probability of remembering?

I would suggest that the answer to each of these questions is 'yes'. But they are the sorts of things that
bear further investigation.

c. The nature of knowledge and inference

There is a persistent school of thought in both the philosophy of psychology and also in educational
theory that suggests that cognition is based on logical and linguistic rules, that thdogisad syntax
that governs learning and cognition.

Exanples of this range from the postulation of Chomsldéep grammato Fodor'slanguage of thought
to Hempel'sH-D modelof the sciences. The proposition is essentially that meapmegervation is
tantamount to truth-preservation, where trutkpreservation is as is well understood froogic and
mathematics.

But what we learn here is that learningaissociative not propositional. That the mechanisms that
govern this process are not expressions of trpthservations, but areat best- expressions of meaning
preservation, where meaninigas to do with sensory perceptions and states of affairs in the
environment rather than abstract principles of logic and mathematics.

| have expressed this in the past as follows:
Our old understanding of logic, inference and discovery is baseiverals

¢ rules, such as rugeof inferene, or natural laws
¢ categories, such as classifications and taxonomies

Our new understanding, through, is basedpaiterns recognition

¢ patterns, such as the activiahs of similar sets of neurons
¢ similarities,such as the perception of similar properties in nature

That is not to say that these universal principles play no role in our understanding. It means, rather, that
we need to see them in a new light:

These principles represent 'convenient fictions', notlerlying principles of nature
These principles arearned- they are not innate

There's a lot more work to be done here. The nature of inference based on patterns and similarities is
poorly understood. It is one thing to say things like 'an understandiigarning based on simple
causation is mistaken' and quite another to describe the complex mechanisms that actually occur.


http://www.textetc.com/theory/chomskian-linguistics.html
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/language-thought/
http://sociologyindex.com/hypothetico_deductive_model_of_science.htm
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We need to dig into the logic of similarity, following the work of peopleTikerskyandVarelg to
conjoin this with our understandings sbcial network theornandgraph theory

Moncton, February 09, 2008



http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amos_Tversky
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francisco_Varela
http://www.istheory.yorku.ca/socialnetworktheory.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Graph_theory
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How The Net Works

Originally published in CEGSA RAMpage Magazine, and as a summary of my talk given ttHGEGSA, '
the Net Work’s

The purpose of this paper is to describe how network learning works and to show how an understanding
of network learning can inform the design and evaluation of online learning applications.

1. Models

The title of this paper does noéfer to the Internet or Internet technologies specifically, but rather, at
the use of networks and network theory generally in support of teaching and learning.

The network approach to learning is perhaps best contrasted with what might be called thenisaitm

model of learning. According to the transimission model, teaching consists essentially of the transfer of
educational content from experts to learners. This creates a distance that must be bridge by pedagogical
practices. Such a model informs, fatample Moore's transactional distance theary

Most educators conform to the transmission model. Istartling study Melissa Engleman and Mary
Schmidt found that 85 percent of teachers surveyed fall into the 'SJ' category of the-Blyggs
Temperament Indicator. While there is certainly room to question both the measure and the
measurement, it is nonetheless illustragithat almost all teachers would select responses that indicate
a preference for learning through identifying and memorizing facts and procedureshgtspp
presentation of material, and consistent, clearly defined procedures, order and structure.

It isthe transmission model that has informed much development of learning technologies to date. As
Norm Friesen illustrateghe existing paradigm is to assemble units of learning, c&learable Content
Objects' (and later, 'Learning Objects") in a learning management system into sequences of learning.
These would then be broadcast by various means into students' minds. "The end result of this
approach," writes Friesen, "is to understatndining and the technologies that support it as a means of
‘engineering' and maximizing the performance of the human components of a larger system."

But learning is not accomplished merely by transferring information from sender to receiver. Learning is
not merely the remembering of information. We can see this clearly by reflecting on cases where
something has been remembered, but not learned:

- in language, for example, people can remember nonsense terms (such as a line from a Lewis Carroll
poem, "Twadrillig..."), and people can remember (and attempt to use) words without knowing what
they mean.


http://www.downes.ca/cgi-bin/admin.cgi?presentation=137
http://www.downes.ca/cgi-bin/admin.cgi?presentation=137
http://www.ed.psu.edu/acsde/deos/deosnews/deosnews1_25.asp
http://jolt.merlot.org/vol3no2/engleman.htm
http://www.learningspaces.org/n/papers/objections.html
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- in mathematics, for example, people can learn how to add and multiply, and yet fail to appreciate
guantities; consequently, the retail industry has developeskill, 'counting change’, to prevent simple
mathematical errors.

Rather than being a process of acquiring something, as commonly depicted, learning is in fact a process
of becoming something. Learners do not 'receive’ information which they then 'stbes/ gain

experiences which, over time, result in the formation of neural structures. To learn is to instantiate
patterns of connectivity in the brain. These connections form as a result practice and experience. They
are not constructed; a student doesinmake meaning' or ‘construct meaning’, as sometimes depicted

in the literature. Connections are grown, not created; meaning is, therefore, grown, not constructed.
(Some quick examplesdso recommend Joseph LeDoux, Bymaptic Selffor a detailed discussion of

this point)

Knowing how we learn is important because it tells us a lot about what we learrthAndgain, gives

us evidence showing that learning is not merely the acquisition of knowledge and information. It is not,
because there isn't anything that can stand on its own as an instance of 'knowledge' or 'information’ to
begin with. We sometimes thk of knowledge as structured, ordered, and sentential. 'Paris is the capital
of France,' for example, might be an instance of knowledge. But this is not in fact what we learn. We
may use the same sentence to communicate, but what was in your mind artdsniihany mind is very
different.

Specifically:

- a great deal of knowledgepossible most of what we knowis 'tacit'. That means it is 'ineffible’. It
cannot be expressed in words at all. Mghael Polanydescribes in Personal Knowledge, our knowing
how to ride a bicycle cannot be expressed in words.

- knowledge is also irreducibly personal. What something means depends on the context in which it is
understood. Context infuses all levels aidaage and communication, from the meaning of a given
word to scientific explanations and attributions of cause. What something means depends crucially on
what else it *could* be, and this is not a matter of fact, but rather of one's beliefs and opiogsod

way to see this is to think of the 'meaniraf'a painting The meaning of words works in a similar way.

2. Learning

To understand what learning is, it is necegdast to understand what knowledge is. As stated above,
knowledge is *not* the accumulation of a set of propositions. Rather, it is the development of a pattern
of connectivity in the brain. These patterns of connectivity correspond to the skill$iesbilntuitions

and habits that we develop over time. A good exam@ad a good way to understand how knowledge
characteristically worksis the process of *recognition*. When we see something, we say we 'know
what it is' when we recognize it. What hbappened is that a phenomenon in front of us, a tiger, say,
has stimulated an appropriate pattern of connectivity in the braandifferent pattern for each person,
depending on what their previous experiences of tigers (and things related to tigersgéas


http://www.ag.ndsu.edu/pubs/yf/famsci/fs609w.htm
http://www.amazon.com/Synaptic-Self-Joseph-E-Ledoux/dp/0333781872
http://www.infed.org/thinkers/polanyi.htm
http://www.artandperception.com/2006/11/the-hijacking-of-meaning.html
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Learning, on this model, is perception. It is the having of the experiences that lead to the formation of a
certain pattern of connections in the mind. It is the growing of new patterns of connectivity through
repeated exposure to certain phenomenathe repeated performance of certain activities. Learning is
thus very similar to exercise. At first it's awkward and you don't know it very well. But with repeated use
and practice, it becomes instinct. Habitual. Expert, as described by the Dreyfus (8ste, eg.,

Dreyfus, H. (2001) On the Internet) and elsewhere.

The 'knowledge' we have is, in essence, the patterns of connectivity we have in our mind. Or, we might
say, the knowledge *is* the network. What does this mean? It means that what we thaek o
'knowledge' has changed:

- we used to think of knowledge as governed by rules, principles and univessaisments like ‘all
ducks are animals' or 'rain is caused by evaporation’

- but knowledge actually consists -adind should be described in tas of- patterns and similarities.
Knowledge consists of being able to recognize ducks, for example, or to be able to recognize when it is
likely to rain. (To really get this, compare section 4.T.Be'semantics of similarityith Tarski

semantics)

When we think of knowledge as 'recognition’, we can think of numerous cases where we've seen it in
operation befoe. 'Knowing' is like 'snapping to attention'. Like when you find 'Wald@/liere's Waldo

for example. Or when you recognizeéackrabbitimage as a duck or a rabbit (again, notice how context
and personal variability plays a role here). Or any of the numerous 'out of the blue' experiences
described byfom Haskins

The way networks learn is the way people learn. Network learning is the same thing as personal
learning.

3. Personal Learning

By 'personal learning' we mean learning conducted by oneself, for oneseif,Jaip Cross means by
'informal learning Probably the best indicator of what works in informdgarning is what works on
the web in general. After all, this is where much informal learning is already taking plactheAreb is
a medium that supports informal, randeaccess ofthe-job training.

Looking at successful websites in general (and looking at usability, information architecture, and other
design documents) we can identify three major criteria: interactigability and relevance.

By 'interaction’' what we mean is the capacity to communicate with other people interested in the same
topic or using the same online resource. In a learning environment, interaction means the capacity to
speak with your fellow stughts or your instructor. Of course, online, such roles are not so distyraztr
student at one moment may be your instructor the next, depending on the subject.


http://www.bbsonline.org/Preprints/OldArchive/bbs.tenenbaum.html
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/tarski-truth/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/tarski-truth/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Where%27s_Waldo
http://halfanhour.blogspot.com/2007/10/See%20http:/www.mindfake.com/illusion_25.html
http://growchangelearn.blogspot.com/2007/02/emergent-learning.html
http://informl.com/
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Interaction is important for two major reasons. First, it helps us understand that therpesmgle out

there, that we aren't merely communicating with a machiwehat Terry Anderson would call

'‘presencé Weneed presencéo held devlop cognitive skills and to feel the supportive environment that
supports growth. As any user of one of those automatic telephone answering services can attest, when
you want to be heard there is little else more frustrating tspeaking to a device that cannot

understand you.

But more than the human contact, interaction fosters the development of human content. A bundled
training program can give a learner a lay of the land. But even the best designers cannot create lessons
for every contingency (and even the best learners are unlikely to sit through them all). Thisgtoway

are so important in learning and so frequently found on internet bulletin boards.

By 'usability’ we raan the ease with which desired objectives may be satisfied using an application or
appliance. For example, is a site is a search site, 'usability' refers to how easy it is to successfully locate a
desired search result. Probably the most usable websitethe internet are Google and Yahoo. And

between the two sites, designers have hit on what are probably the two essential elements of usability:
consistency and simplicity.

Simplicity is the feature that strikes the user first. Many of us probably récalgle's debut on the web.

At that time, it was little more than a text form and a submit button. Results listings were unadorned
and easy to follow. Simplicity has long been the path to online success. Amazon made buying books
online simple. eBay made ho¥y an online auction simple. Blogger made authoring your own website
simple. Bloglines made reading RSS simple. The web itself is actually the simplification of earlier, more
arcane technologies like Gopher, Archie and Veronica.

Consistency is less walhderstood but we can get an idea by looking at the links on both Yahoo!'s and
Google's cureent sites. What you won't find are things like dropdown menus, fancy icons, image maps
and the other arcania of the typical website. Links on both Yahoo! and Gaegiet only simple, they

are consistent: they are the same colour and the same type throughout the site, for the most part
unadorned. They use the ultimate standard of consistency: weadsystem of reference with which
readers are already familiar.

By'relevance' we mean the principle that learners should get what they want, when they want it, and
where they want it. What learners want is typically the answer to a current problem or enquiry. This is
what drives the use of search engines forward, as usdrs attempt to specify and work through

results lists in an effort to state precisely what it is they are looking for. This is what drives the users of
community and hobby groups on Yahoo! Groups and other discussion boards to pose increasingly
detailedstatements of exactly what it is they are trying to learn.

Placing relevant content in to exactly the right context at the right time is an art. It involves both aspects
of effective content design and aspects of dynamic search and placement. Informagds are not

static- they will change with both the situation and the changing capacities of the learner. Placement
depends on the precise nature of the request sent by a piece of software or tool, and the ability of a


http://cade.athabascau.ca/vol14.2/rourke_et_al.html
http://cde.athabascau.ca/online_book/pdf/TPOL_chp11.pdf
http://reviewing.co.uk/stories.htm
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piece of content to respond to thatuccess. Game designers understand-tbig game presents
different information to users at different points of the game where it will be usefnd usable by the
player.

4. Network Learning

By 'network learning' we mean the principles that infotime development of new connections in a
network - in other words, how networks learn. These principles are informed partially through the study
of neuroscience and partially throught he development of networks in computer science, an approach
called tonnectionism

Though there are various ways networks can form sets of connections among entities, there are three
major types of network learning that are informative in this discussion:

- Simpe (or Hebbiar) associationismthis is the principle that if two nodes in a network are activated
at the same time, a connection will form between those nodes. Thus, for example, we recognize similar
things (like tigers) by seeing them over and over again.

- Backpropagationthis is the principle that allows the output of a network to be corrected by the
sending of a signal backrbugh the network instucting it to either strengthen or weaken the
connections that produced the output. For example, a person might receive feedpaskive or
negative- on their performance.

- Boltzmann this is a principle that allows connectiottsstrengthen or weaken by 'settling' into
thermodynamically stable configurations (much the way water will settle to a level surface in a pond),
and a mechanism (called 'annealing’) that disrupts the network of connections, to prompt the
settlement into he most stable configuration possible. (See Hinton, G. E. and Sejnowski, T. J. Learning
and relearning in Boltzmann machines. In Rumelhart, D. E. and McClelland, J. L.,Ratiadled,

Distributed Processing: Explorations in the Microstructure of Cognijtion

Most people don't think of themselves as associating, back propagating of settling. But the theory of
learning described by these mechanisia in fact relatively commonplace, and can be described (in
slogan form) as follows:

To *teach* is to model and demonstrate, and to "learn* is to practice and reflect. To teach is,
essentially, to provide or to make possible the having of experiencetutdgnts. These models and
demonstrations, by virtue of their structural similarities with other models and demonstrations, allow
students to form relevant networks of connections. Students then actively begin to learn by practicing
first by imitating, hen later by creating something novel. The point of practize is to improve
performance by receiving feedback. They then reflect on what they have experience and pratttised

is (somewhat) analagous to the Boltzmann mechanism.

5. Reliability


http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/connectionism/
http://psychclassics.yorku.ca/Hebb/
http://www.seattlerobotics.org/encoder/nov98/neural.html
http://www.amazon.com/Parallel-Distributed-Processing-Explorations-Microstructure/dp/0262181207
http://www.amazon.com/Parallel-Distributed-Processing-Explorations-Microstructure/dp/0262181207
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Both persmal learning and network learning are characterized by dynamic patterns of interactivity in a
networked environment. The same principles are at work in each case. But can this process be trusted?
Is it reliable?

Networks can be trusted, as James Surowigsbkkivs inThe Wisdom of Crowd&Many cognitive,
coordination and cooperation problems are best solved by canvassing groups (the larger the better) of
reasonably informed, unbiased, engalgeeople. The group's answer is almost invariably much better
than any individual expert's answer, even better than the best answer aéxtperts in the groug It is

this wisdom we see not dyrin the sudience picking the right answer in "Who Wants to Be a Millionaire"
but also in picking stocks in the stock market and picking governments in elections.

However, not just any network can be trusted. Networks can sometimes run away with thessielve
example, if one person in a community catches a fatal virus, it can spread to every other member, and
kill the entire community. Such phenomena are known as cascade phenomena. In the realm of
information networks (such as the brain, or a communik@gse are known amformational cascades

They are like jJumping to a conclusion' or ‘groupthink’.

Networks avoid informational cascadeand hence, are reliableonly if they satisfyhe following four
criteria (known collectively as 'the semantic condition’):

- Diversity- Did the process involve the widest possible spectrum of points of view? Did people who
interpret the matter one way, and from one set of background assumptionsactevith people who
approach the matter from a different perspective?

- Autonomy- Were the individual knowers contributing to the interaction of their own accord, according
to their own knowledge, values and decisions, or were they acting at the behsstne external
agency seeking to magnify a certain point of view through quantity rather than reason and reflection?

- Openness Is there a mechanism that allows a given perspective to be entered into the system, to be
heard and interacted with by othie?

- Connectivity- Is the knowledge being produced the product of an interaction between the members,
or is it a (mere) aggregation of the members' perspectives? A different type of knowledge is produced
one way as opposed to the other. Just as the humamd does not determine what is seen in front of it
by merely counting pixels, nor either does a process intended to create public knowledge.

6. Examples

How does the discussion above help us understand about and design learning technologies? They show
us not only what to design but also help us understand what would be a better (or worse) design.

We begin with the principle, 'To *teach* is to model and demonstrate, and to "learn* is to practice and
reflect. This gives us a set of four types of thingsreate:


http://www.randomhouse.com/features/wisdomofcrowds/
http://blogs.salon.com/0002007/2004/11/15.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Informational_cascade

Stephen Downey 129

- Things that model such as the wiki, concept maps, diagram tools such as gliffy, video / 2L 3D
representation, and the like

- Things that demonstratesuch as code libraries, image samp&aticlesdescribing thought processes,
case studies and stories

- Things that help us practicesuch as games, sandboxes, job aides, simulations and ebnvrionments

- Things that help us refleetsuch as presentations and seminars, blogs, wikis, discussiopsyrand
other ways of sharing and communicating

For any given application in each of the four categories, we can apply the remaining principles to
provide an assessment of it likely effectiveness.

For example, consider the wiki. Does it support networkregy? Yesit provides examples to follow,
allows correction and criticism, and rethinking and rewriting. Does it support personal learning? Yes, it
engages interaction. It supports a genuine voice, experiences, opinions. It is a simple and consistent
interface. It is (mostly) accessible where and when | need it.

Is the wiki reliable? Do | have diversity of sources? lasonly if there is a threshold number of users.

Are the sources autonomous? They can be. And wikis support connectedness withttinkad can be

open to a large number of contributors. These considerations argues against closed or private wikis, but
suggest that wikis can be useful for large groups.

As another example, consider image libraries. They provide examples to followyrstudy suggests

that image libraries should have (likéickrcommunication channels, ratings and reviews, and ways to
link images, such as tags. And an image library will be 'reliable’ if it allows contributionadroerous
photographers. We also see that we want people to have individual identities on Flickr, rather than just
contributing to a pool, to preserve autonomy and diversity.

As a third example, consid&econd lf¢. We can see why people are attracted to it. It allows us to
create examples to follow, corrections and criticisms. It engages interaction and supports a genuine
voice. But we also see weaknesses. Is Second Life a good place for reflection? Thaies are leusing
what other people have created. It is also semantically weak. There is only one world, not a large
number of diverse worlds. Autonomy is limitegou can't even pick your own namend there are
guestions about governance. There is cortedoess, through slurls, but it is not clear that it is an open
platform.

7. Concluding Remarks

The purpose of this paper was to describe how network learning works and to show how an
understanding of network learning can inform the design and evaluati@mline learning applications.


http://www.jerrypournelle.com/
http://www.flickr.com/
http://www.secondlife.com/
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Admittedly, there is room for debate and discussion regarding the nature and precise statement of the
principles. What remains, however, is that the model of learning as a personal and a network activity

provides us with cacrete insights into the sort of learning environments that are most likely to be
successful online.

Moncton, October 18, 2007
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An Operating System For The Mind

The core of theppositionto what are being called "21st century skills" is contained in the following
argument: "Cognitive science teaches us that skills and knowledge are interdependent and that
possessing a base of knowledge is necessary to the acquisition not only of more knomeddso of
skills. Skills can neither be taught nor applied effectively without prior knowledge of a wide array of
subjects."

In response, posethis question to the defenders of this 'base of knowledgehy is a common core
necessary for the teaching of skills, and why is testing of that core necessary." And specifically, "the
question isn't whether skills can be taught in isolation, but rather whether they must be taught in the
context of some common baof knowledge and whether students ought to be tested on the basis of
that knowledge.

The point | am making may seem difficult to understand intuitively, because it seems to suggest that you
don't need deep knowledge of any discipline. A commenter, famgte, says, "we want them to think
critically, to criticize, analyze, and apply. So we say, draw on the theories of developmental psychology,
in particular Erikson and Arens to learn more about individuals in their early twenties. A Based on this
understanding, develop a plan to deal with risk taking behavior in junior colleges. Don't they need to

first have a 'base of knowledge' in who these theorists are?"

The argument and it's a reasonable argumenis basically, "you need to know psychology to do
psychology; 21st century skills don't give you some kind of stutrto being able to do psychology
without some sort of deep understanding of the subject." And the 'core knowledge' people can take
their argument a step further: you can't learn psychologthaut first learning various other thingghe
knowledge of psycholodyuildson these things, and that's why we need a grounding in core knowledge.

This form of argument is very common, and you'll find it repeated over and-@ample need to know
about bones to study medicine, people need to know about the elements to study chemistry, people
need to know about history to study politics. Stated this way, the argument seems plausible, and the
people promoting 21st century skills look like shysters, mting something that will leave people
unable to work in any discipline, let alone become psychologists, scientists and engineers.

In response to this line of reasoning, let me be upfront about saying a few things:

First it isn't impossible to teach peapfacts. Quite the opposite is the casse understand, and can

prove (and have proved, over and over) that we can teach facts very simply and easily, through
repetition, rote, memarization, practice examples, worked examples, and more. People can neemoriz
the alphabet, the multiplication tables, the Koran, whatever. A great deal of our education today in fact
turns on this very proposition: it consists of the teaching of facts, and the testing for recall of those facts.


http://www.commoncore.org/p21-challenge.php
http://www.downes.ca/post/50100
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Secondit isn't wrong to teach fas. Or (perhaps more accurately) to learn facts. Having an easy
memory recall of a body of facts will serve a person well in life. Knowing the multiplication tables,
knowing the capital of France, knowing that carbon and hydrogen are elements (and tiat j@anot)
will be useful in a wide range of areas. Teaching children facts is a great shitvareat shortcut, in
human development.

Third we need facts to do stuff. We need to know about psychology, about Freud and Jung and maybe
Erikson and Ares) in order to do the job. We need to know about navigation and aerodynamics and
where the brake lever is in order to fly an airplane. As anyone who drive knows, you need to know the
rules of the road, the meaning of signs, the location of the steeringelyine order to drive. To do

anything you need tdknow stuft

Not only do | make these statements, | would say that any person who is an advocate of 21st century
learning also makes these statements. | can't imagine anyone seriously proposing any sort of
educational reform who does not agree with these statements. This is important, because it ineans
isn't sufficientto respond to advocates of 21st century skills by saying 'we need facts'. Everybody has
already agreed with that. That's why | pose my dioggs above, more precisely: do we netigese
specificfacts? Do we need @ommon cor@

The reason | pose these questions in particular is that, while it is necessary (and possible) to teach facts
to people, it comes with a price. And the price is thistddearned in this way, and especially by rote,

and especially at a younger age, take a direct route into the mind, and bypass a person's critical and
reflective capacities, and indeed, becompaat of those capacities in the future.

When you teach chilegn factsas facts and when you do it through a process of study and drill, it
doesn't occur to children to question whether or not those facts are true, or appropriate, or moral, or
legal, or anything else. Rote learning is a short circuit into the bitsrdirect programming. People who
study, and learn, that 2+2=knowthat 2+2=4, not because they understand the theory of mathematics,
not because they have read Hilbert and understand formalism, or can refute Brouwer and reject
intuitionism, but becasethey know(full stop) 2+2=4.

| used the phrase "it's direct programming" deliberately. This is an analogy we can wrap our minds
around. We carhink of direct instruction as being similar to direct programming. It is, effectively, a
mechanism of puttig content into a learner's mind as effectively and efficiently as possible, so that
when the time comes later (as it will) that the learner needs to use that fact, it is instantly and easily
accessible.

Interestingly, that's how many people used to thirfketectronic information systemsas mechanisms

into which you input facts to facilitate easy discovery and retrieval. The computer, or online systems
(such as Minitel) were visualized as giant electronic libraries, with the sum total of the world's
knowledge at our disposal. The computer was thought of as some sort of electronic book, radio or TV. A
place where we could, whenever we wanted, get facts. Put the facts into the system, and come up with
some mechanism to get them out. Like Newell and Simd@éneral Problem Solver” of 1957.
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We know now and, indeed, have probably always knowthat an education based strictly and solely in
facts is insufficient. The reasons are legion, but | will focus on six major points:

First. There are more facts in trld than anyone could know, which means that we need to be able
to find factsthat we do not already know. This is the first facet of literacy, the ability to read, view or
listen (etc).

Second. As time passes, facts change, and so we need the capatitwt wherfacts changend to be
able to update our own knowledge of these facts. We need to be able to {¢han is, tochangethe
previously existing state of our knowledge.

Third. And as the number of people, and the amount of information, in thedincreases, we need
some mechanism for selecting which facts we will be exposed to, and how to filterelavant facts
We need to be able to determine whatdalientor importantto ourselves and to others.

Fourth. Even more critically, not evdrit of information presented to you in life will be a fact, and you
need some mechansism to detect and rejiadse representations of fact¥Ve need, in other words,
some mechanism faromparingandassessing facts

Fifth. Additionally, we need to knowhich, of the many facts we have in our possession, constitute a
basis for actionWe need some sense of, and mechanismdgencyin the world, a sense that we can
not only receive, input and assess facts, but that wearaate factdn the world.

Sixth.Finally, we neethe capacity to agtwhich may mean some physical activity, or may mean some
communicative activity, a set of abilities we can place under the headiagnpdwerment as they

involve not only the physical capacity to undertake an actkim@wvledge which informs that act, but

also the willingness to undertake it, the believe that one is entitled to act, and the faith that one's acts
can have an impact on the world.

These six elements (and there may be more) constitute what people have talmlling '21st century
skills'.

One might ask: why '21st century'? Because, after all, haven't these skills already been important?
Haven't we always had to have the capacity to learn, assess, and act? And, of course, we have. But what
has happened remtly is, first, there has been a proliferation of new skills in these areas that arise as a
result of 21st century technology, and second, the importance of these skills, relative to a basis for
learning in facts, has dramatically changed in recent years.

Let me address the second of these points first.

First. In a world of a million facts, if you learned a hundred thousand you could get by with your basic
education and a good library. But in a world of a trillion facts, your education of a hundred tltbusan
facts is pitifully small, probably irrelevant, and no library is large enough to hold all the facts. You need a
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new skill, a way to access the facts you need froro@anof facts, and the tools of a person who used
to just dip from the well will be ingdficient.

Second. Our world of a trillion facts, moreover, is much less static than the old world of a million facts.
New facts come into being all the time. It used to be, if you knew who married whom, you knew. Now
you need a scorecard. It used to bleete were basic foundational elements. Now there are quarks and
muons and who knows what showing up in the scientific press tomorrow. It used to be the case that
planets were discovered, and in all of human history, this had happened nine times. Nowameis pl

are discovered every week and our understanding of what is a planet has changed. You need new skills
to keep track of how what you knolas changedand the skills of a person who simply accumulates

facts are insufficient.

Third. It used to be you reled to know about your home and community, and maybe a bit about your
state and your country, basics of mathematics and language, farming or mechanics, and that was about
it. Now you need to know about the prince of pears in Japan, growing unrest in Nanfe basics of
everything from electronics to finance to algebra, atidl, most of the information you are presented

with every day isrrelevantto you. You need new skills to be able to select and prioritize information,

and the skills of a persomho just watched and learned are not enough.

Fourth. Our world of a trillion facts consists consists of many typesof fact that must be assessed in

new ways. In the ancient world, reason consisted of the syllogisms and geometry and numbers, and was
used by a small number of philosophers. In the renaissance we extended our understanding of
propositional logic and discovered the calculus, and these were used by courtly scholars. In the 20th
century we discovered that logic and mathematics are part osdmae system, added probability and
statistics, and developed imaging and video technology, and these were used by scientists and
professors. By the 21st we have learned about networking, programming, photoshopping, topes and
memes, visual literacy, and mmrand these (along with all the rest) need to be used by everyone. In the
21st century, there arenore typesof reasoning, and they must be usedrhgre people

Fifth. Just as in the 20th century everyday people learned skills not even imagined in prgéos (like,

say, driving a car), the 21st century is seeing an accelerated need for new skills. Just imagine, in the first
decade we have seen the need for a host of skills related to managing one's presence in a social
network, finding information usimpa search engine, and more (much more). We need to be able to turn
our knowledge into these and other sorts of skills very quickly. And more and more people need to be
able to learn these skills.

Sixth. The rise of internet technology has correspondeti witise of activism and agency. In the world

of even a few decades ago, the mass of people did their jobs, did what they were told, and exercised
their options- if they lived in a democracythrough the vote. Today, people manage much more of

their ownlives (and clamour for even more). Almost everyone lives in a democracy, and even if people
don't vote, they are increasingly involved in community activities, not mere socializing outside the family
but organizing, participating, creating, lobbying andrend'he skills we need in ord&r simply actare

far more than what used to be required, and are needed by far more people.
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So these 21st century skills are more numerous and needed by more people than ever in the last few
years, with no sign of this trehchanging or even slowing down. What of their relation to facts?

Not so long ago, pretty much every bit of information a person needed in his or her life could be taught
as a fact, which basic mechanisnssich as literacybeing used to make up the diffence. Spending a

lot of time teaching facts could be justified, because people needed basic knowledge to survive in an
industrial world, needed to be able to understand the basics of language and literature, science and
mathematics, and crucially- not much more. And anything that detracted from that learning made a
personlessable to cope in society. These useless 'soft' skills might help with their hobbies and
avocations, but they wouldn't help them get a job or do well in their career.

Today, the suation has completely turned around because of the six factors identified above. People
need such greater capacities in literacy, learning, prioitizing, evaluation, planning and acting. And as
their need for these dynamic skills and capacities increakes,need for facts decreases. Indeed, the
more these skills are needed, the more the teaching of fastictsactuallyimpairsthe teaching of

these skills. The morgtatic our teaching, the lesdgynamicthe learner can be.

Let's return to the computesystem analogy. Let's imagine we are designing a computer system. We
have a certain amount of memory, a lot, enough for our purposes but not so much that every fact in the
world can be stored on it. Just like a human brain. And we have certain expestafionr computing
system-that it can help people lead their lives, for example, that it will be useful in the current work
environment, that it can help improve productivity and make decisions.

We couldsimply fill it up with facts. That's what we didtiwbooks: a book is basically a system that
does nothing but store facts. Assuming we had some way to access those facts, it would be a superb
resource. A library on a desk. If we lemmemechanism for querying what it know®asic literacy we
would have a system that could do a lot of useful things.

But it wouldn't do what we wanted, would it? We would waat,the very leasta computer system that
could add new facts. We want some way of writing to memory and to (perhaps) change existing
memory. Andjn fact, once we started along these lines, we discovered that we want our computer
systems to do ot more than to simply store facts. So much so, in fact, that the storage of facts in the
computer became secondary activity

Think about it for a secah Our computer system, the one we use to do finances, when it came out of
the box,knew nothing about financed he brand new hardware, when it came off the assembly line,
that we use to read Shakespeakmew nothing about literatureThe computer, whichow performs
advanced engineering, when it was first delivered, had only the basic rudiments of mathematics, and
knew nothing about applied math, geometry or physics.

Even more importantly: if we had, while we were building this computer, programmedt itite
knowledge of finances, literature and mathematics, it would have bdessausefutomputer, not a
more useful computer. Nobody would build a financial system into the operating system (much less the
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hardware); it would be obsolete with the nextass tax laws and would double the amount of time
(and cost) it took to set it up. It would be nice to receive a computer with the basic works of literature
pre-installed, but only if we were actually planning to read them; otherwise, it's simply a whdisko
space and an unneeded addition to the cost.

And even more significantly: even if weuldprogram all of this knowledge, all of these facts, into the
computer ahead of time, we have no idea how we could actusithese facts in dayo-day

operations. Sure, you could provide any fact you were asked, but then what? How do these facts
combine to form a computer game? A term paper? A funding proposal? A new house? Sure, you may
need facts to do any of these thingbut whichfacts? Inwhat order? Itmakes no sense to store

everything you could possibly need ahead of time, and even if it did, it makes no sense to store these
facts withoutfirst understanding how they might be used, where they might be used, when then might
be used.

And what we discoverhen we think about it this way is that it's not simple whether or not we need
facts that is important, but alsayhat formatthe facts are in that is equally important, if not more
important.

Again, suppose you are contemplating a computer purchasekiYamwu that you want a tool to help you
do your job and the rest. You decide ahead of time that it will need facts, because you are convinced
that you can't do your work without facts. So you go out and buy a bunch of books.

Then, when you get your computerou will feel cheated. The computer is stupid. It can't do anything.
And when you need a fact, you go to your books, not the computer. The computer may have a lit of
skills you may say, but what | need in order to do my workfaots. And so you contireito maintain

that the best way to support your work is to use a printing press and to store your facts in books.

What you have done, of course, is not only to use an older, less efficient, system for storing and
retrieving facts, you've cheated yourselitof a way to accomplish a whole range of new tasks and
activities. You've cheated yourself out of the vpossibilityof mastering these new skills. Think about
the problems you've created by depending on a library, by depending on an information spsigrich
facts areimpressedn a storage medium:

- you have to buy new books to get new information, an ongoing and expensive activity
- your books don't update, and you have no real way of knowing when any bit of a book is out of date

- you have no goodheans of choosing which books to buy; you can handle your local bookstore, but the
thought of a library with a trillion books is frightening

- you have no way of knowing whether something in a book is true or false
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- you have no way to move beyond 'bo@aining’, and nothing in the book tells you when you should
do something (your actions are underdetermined by your knowledge; should you believe the sceptic,
who says there is no floor, or the alarmist, who says the building is on fire?)

- you can't develp skills; despite reading all about 'bicycle riding' you still fall over
You need, in other words, need to acquire facts in a forapgropriateto your knowledge system.

That's why, when we design computefisst we build the hardware, then we installd¢foperating
system, then we install application progranasd only therdo we add the datathe factswith which
we expect our computer to work.

The same principle applies in education and learning.

Take driving, for example. If our knowledge of how tiveldepended on a set of facts, then at a certain
point it would become impossible, because while we could teach people how to drive on common
streets and in common situations, as we drive further and further away from home, in newer and
different vehiclesour knowledge becomes less relevant, until eventually we are simply unable to drive.
If, instead of focusing on the 'facts' of driving, we think of driving as an activilkilbthen we are able

to adapt, and develop new abilities, and new knowledgastering the ability to drive in strange places
as we progress.

Or take mathematics, for example. If we just need basic mathematigsrations, algebra, geometry,
trigonometry, and calculusthen we could simply learn the facts and we're fine. Butdéfemvision

actually working with mathematics, and extending our knowledge of mathematics well beyond these
basics, then our method of learning by adding facts will make it harder and harder to progress, and
beyond a certain point, progress will become imapible. If, however, mathematics is taught, not as a

set of facts, but as skill, then advanced mathematics becomes more like new terrain over which we are
navigating, rather than new stuff we have to memorize.

21st century skills are, in shoen operaing system for the mind

They constitute the processes and capacities that make it possible for people to navigatéileeéact
landscape, a way to see, understand and acquire those facts in such a way as to be relevant and useful,
and in the end, to beedf-contained and autonomous agents capable of making their own decisions and
directing their own lives, rather than people who need to learn ever larger piles of 'facts' in order to do
even the most basic tasks.

And even more: when we understand factghrs way, when we understand that facts are like data,
then we obtain a more sophisticated understanding of the nature of facts themselves. Because,
throughout this discussion, we have been using the word ‘facts' uncritically, as though they represent
someatomic basic, a state of understanding below which we cannot delvanBact, we can see,

through our newly acquired critical capacities, that our relation with faatsush more contingerthan
previously supposed.
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And it isthat that the common corgoeople object to. Not simply that people can be taught new skills
and capacities. But rather, that these skills and capacities result in an understanding that facts are
created and that they, too, can create facts. That facts are not beyond questicarigthat facts not

only should be questioned, thayustbe questioned. The common core people want the means and the
ability to implantunquestioned truthento the minds of children, and this in an environment where the
possession of unquestioned truthedomes to be more and more of a handicap, an impediment, a
barrier to personal growth and prosperity.

They want tausechildren to promote their own political agenda, rather than to enable children to have
lives, beliefs and faiths of their own.

What we hae learned what we are understanding, uniquely, in the 21st centus/that the nature of
facts is very different from anything we thought before:

First. Facts are not simply read, they are not simply expressed in language, and they are not
independentof the means in which they are expressed. The very same truth, expressed in a poem, says
something different than expressed in a photograph; the very same truth, told to your girlfriend, means
something very different when expressed to your grandmothler@ are not only many languages,

there are many forms of expression, and literacy involves not only reading books, but reading faces,
photos, idea, omens and portents, signs, between the lines, and much, much more.

Second. Facts change. There is no sihi@earchy of facts, with some facts being universally true in all
cases (because the same fact, represented differently, becomes a different fact, meaning something
different). Our understanding of the world changes, it shifts and weaves about likerlaeyét grows

and it shrinks as we look more or less closely at a state of affairs. At any given time, we only have a point
of view, a perspective, a way of seeing a fact, never the whole thing,-mfaself, which means that

even if there is a fixedtate of affairs in the world, we each can at best attain knowledge only of a part

of it, and that other people, inevitably, will understand onlgliierent part of it.

Third. Some facts are important and some facts are not. Some factslgat- vivid, impressive,
animated- and have an impact on how we see the world, how we categorize things, how we decide
whether things are similar or different. In some cases, it may make no different in our lives whether or
not some fact is the case (and we, thenefphave no way of knowing whether it is true), while in other
cases, the fact of the matter may be of the utmost importance to us. And different facts are important
to different people, and there is no single set of faat®ne- that is important to eveybody.

Fourth. There is no easy way to determine what is a fact and what is a misrepresentation, but there are
ways, and these ways are accessible to everybody. When somebody tells you that '1+1=3', it doesn't
matter whether you know psychology, or physior engineering, or whatever it is that they're talking
about, you can still know that they are misleading you in some way. Though every domain, every
discipline, everpersonmay have their own specific knowledge, their own way of talking, there is no
need foryouto accept statements from that domain, discipline or person, simply because you are not
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know every fact. Detecting deception iskilland you need it just as much as your computer needs to
be able to detect malware and viruses.

Fifth. You ned to be able tadecide To consider the state of affairs, consider the date you have at your
disposal, and to take some action. This involves some degisiding mechanism that isot rote
performance, but rather, a complex exercise of calculation thatlires the entire mind, and not simple
rules or principles of action.

Sixth. You need to have tlwapacity to act The skills that you need to create output, to communicate
your thoughts and beliefs and desires, to transport oneself, to manipulate theosiment, to interact

and participate in the wider social order in a meaningful way. This involves not only the performance of
one's job but also participation as a citizen in society, a creator and contributor to culture, the creation
and raising of a fartyi, and the nurturing of one own physical, mental and spiritual life.

We are in a period of transition. We still to a great degree treat facts as things and of education as the
acquisition of those things. But more and more, as our work, homes and licesneeincreasingly
complex, we see this understanding becoming not only increasingly obsolete, but increasingly an
impediment.

Today- surely we've seen enough evidence of thiglyou simply follow the rules, do what you're told,

do your job and stay oudf trouble,you will be led to ruinit's like sitting on a log floating in a river: it

works for a while, and seems like the safest place to me, but all the while, you're approaching a
waterfall. Whether it be a financial crash, the degradation of theimmment, war and terrorism, or

even something as simple as a car accident or family crisis, you will need more and more the ability to
keep yourself afloat in troubled and rapidly changing circumstances, and an abundance of facts will not
help you, it wil instead sweep you over the waterfall.

Moncton, September 19, 2009
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Personal Knowledge: Transmission or
Induction?

I'm going to use an oversimplified example from electricity to make a point. | still think there is a
deficiency in the personal knowledgeanagement model being discussed in various quarters. Let me
see if | can tease it out with the following discussion.

Harold Jarche point® a diagranSilvia Andreoladds to hidast poston pasonal knowledge
management. Here it is:

) y

Z B
. an B
z
83 Filtering Sharing g g §
g é Validation Connecting r 8 2’_’_
& — Synthesis Exchanging -8 g 3
;"_ g Presentation Giving &Receiving = o %
3 : Feedback 5 o]
& Customization 2 0,
28 Debating § z I
g m ()
=z m G
N 5]
- £
b

Siivia Andreck hitp://saandreoliwordpress.com - Inspired by Harold Jarche hittp /fwwow [arche com/f

Now the activity happening at the centre is becoming more sophisticated, with an expanded list of
processes happening, to convert data into knowledge. | don't want to focus on the particular types of
activity - that's just mechanics. | am more concerned on what might be called the ‘flow' of information
from data to knowledge.

So let me strip down the details and present an abstract version of the model.


http://www.jarche.com/2010/04/all-models-are-flawed-but-some-are-useful/
http://saandreoli.wordpress.com/2010/04/05/entornos-personales-de-aprendizaje-construccion-individual-y-conexion-interpersonal/
http://www.jarche.com/2010/03/i-seek-i-sense-we-share/
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/_OdHF21eVEKA/S7oVdvbYOmI/AAAAAAAAAms/YhhqwE5B2JQ/s1600/PKM_silvia.png
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DATA

KNOWLEDGE

K

In a nutshell: does the daitself become knowledge, oraks the data lead tsomething elsdecoming
knowledge? Let me use my electrical analogy to make the point.

In what might be called the 'naive model' (not disparagingly) we have a direct circuit from input (data) to
output (knowledge). The purpose of thegeess in the middle is to filter, transform, reshape, and
otherwise improve the data, but ultimately, to pass it along. Like this:

DATA

=
KNOWLEDGE

DK



http://3.bp.blogspot.com/_OdHF21eVEKA/S7oVm4KLTuI/AAAAAAAAAm0/Lxmi_AtpVB0/s1600/km-basic.jpg
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/_OdHF21eVEKA/S7oV5T7QpUI/AAAAAAAAAnE/EwH1k8t8rKM/s1600/km-resis.jpg
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Now presumably, what is happening here is the data is coming in from outside the person and the
knowledge is being storear in some way impressed in the head or mind; there may in addition be an
output in the form of a transmission or creative act, producing the freshly minded data as publicly
accessible 'knowledge'.

But I'm not at all sure this is the correct model. | dahink there is a direct flow from data to
knowledge. My model looks more like this:

DATA \

KNOWLEDGE

What we have here is a model where the input damduceghe creation of knowledge. There is no
direct flow from input to output; rather, the input acts on the pesisting system, and it is the pre
existing system that produces the output.

In electricity, this is known as induction, and is a common phenomenon. We use induction to build step
up or stepdown transformers, to power electric motors, and more. Basicdily vtay induction works is

that, first, an electric current produces a magnetic field, and second, a magnetic field creates an electric
current.

Why is this significant? Because the inductive model (not the greatest name in the world, but a good
alternativeto the transmission model) depends on the existing structure of the receiving circuit, what it
means is that the knowledge output may vary from system to system (person to person) depending on
the pre-existing configuration of that circuit.


http://3.bp.blogspot.com/_OdHF21eVEKA/S7oWE4h33EI/AAAAAAAAAnM/eqPbHlScltU/s1600/km-induc.jpg
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What it meands that you can't just apply some sort of standard recipe and get the same output.
Whatever combination of filtering, validation, synthesis and all the rest you use, the resulting knowledge
will be different for each person. Or alternatively, if you wam same knowledge to be output for each
person (were that even possible), you would have to use a different combination of filtering, validation,
synthesis for each person.

That's why personal knowledgepsrsonal Each person, individually, presumablieatpting to
approximate the production of knowledge output exhibited by other people who know (where this
knowledge output may be as simple as the recitation of a fact or as complex as a set of expert
behaviours in a knowing community), must select anviaial set of filtering, validation, synthesis, etc.,
activities.

And probably, the best (and only) person who can make this selection is the person him or her self,
because only the person in question knows and can make adjustments to the interndliniorgier to
produce the desired output. That doesn't mean we can't suggest, demonstrate, or in other ways
mediate these adjustments.

So why do I think the induction model is more likely to be correct than the transmission model?

What characterizes indtion is afield shift Though we can track the flow of energy from input to

output (which is why no causal laws are broken) the type of energy changes from electrical to magnetic
and back. Hence, thearriersof the energy, the individual electrons, nevamnect from beginning to

end.

A similar sort of field shift happens in knowledge transmission. When we think, we convert from
complex neural structures to words. We output these words, and it is these words that constitute (in
part) the data that enterste system (other forms of dateother audicvisual inputs, are also present).

This data, in the process of becoming knowledge, is not stored as the physical inputs (we do not literally
store sounds in our brains) nor even echoes of them.

Rather, what hapens is that, as the cascading waves of sensory input diffuse through our neural net,
they have a secondary, inductive effect of adjusting the set ofgisting neural connections in the
brain. It is this set of neural connections that constitutes knalgt not the set of signals, however
processed and filtered, that interacted upon them.

At a certain gross level this should be pretty obvious. When we examine the brain, we do not detect
sounds or images, nor even (beyond the most basic sort)-Beb@mstructions or neural arrangements

that correspond to them. Nor either do we detect sentences, syntikalstructures, or anything similar.

Therefore, whatever knowledge ishasundergone a field shift.

But we doinferto the existence of such struates, and we infer to them on the basis of what appear to
be obvious productions of knowledge. Not only can we write text, draw pictures, and speak descriptions,
we have actual memories and dreams that havesame phenomenal qualities those we
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experierced in the first place. This would not be possible (to echo Chomsky) were they not stored in the
mind in the first place. Would it?

Only if there are no field shifts. But if theaee field shifts (which would explain why we cannot observe
in the brain whawe so obviously experience in the having of one) then the production of dreams,
memories, verbal utterances, and other behaviours constitutes the reverse field change. It's like
converting the magnetism back to electricity again.

Our dreams, memories, tlughts and behaviours aren't stored in the brain and th@resented.They
are built from scratch agaias a result of the functioning of the neural network. A memory isn't the
sameexperience which is had a second time. It ieeav experience.

That's whywe misremember, have fanciful dreams, see things as we want to see, and all the rest. When
we are recreating the phenomenal experience, this recreation is affected by all number of factors, all the
other elements of the neural net, the configuration ogtpre-existing circuit.

We can draw nhumerous lessons from this, and | have drawn them in other posts. That we do not
remember 'facts’, for example. That knowledge is 'grown’ through the growing of our neural network,
rather than accumulation or constructicor any of the theories that do not incorporate a field shift. And
the rest, which | won't reiterate here.

Why this is important for the present purposes is that it changes our approach to the sorts of activities
postulated to take place in personal kn@sbe management, the filtering, validation, synthesis and all
the rest. Because we now have two points of view from which we can regard these activities:

- from the perspective of theontenton which they operate, or
- from the perspective of th@ersonthat is doing the operating.

To put the distinction very crassly, we could say that, on the one view, the content constitutes the
knowledge, while on the other hand, we could say that dperationconstitutes the knowledge. This
latter view, which can belassified under the head @iperationalisttheories of knowledge, is more
representative of the inductivist approach.

The paradigm case here is mathematical knowledge. In what does a knowelieshge¢hematics consist?
A typically realist interpretation of mathematics will say something like, "there are such thing as
mathematical objects, and there is a set of facts that describes those objects, and mathematical
knowledge consists of the acquisit, or at the very least, the internalization, of those facts."

An operationalist interpretation of mathematics, by contrast, remains silent on the question of the
existence of mathematical objects, and interprets mathematical knowledge as correspofuditagk of

a better work) to the operations typical of mathematics. The number ‘four’ is tantemount to an act of
counting, "one-two - three - four." The act of addition is tantemou8nt to the act of putting one pile of


http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Operationalization
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beans in the same place as anotipde of beans, and then counting all of them (a short though critical
account of KitcheMill can be foundhere).

When we place théocus of knowledge, not in the content, but in the person, then the content becomes
essentially nothing more than thew materialon which the learning practice will occur. What matters

is not the semantical referent of the input data, but rather, & (or operation) of filtering, validation,
synthesis, etc., that takes place on that content.

Whe we say something like "words are things we use to think" we should understand this in the sense of
"paint is something we use to imagine" or "sand is somethiaguse to tell time". Time is not in the

sand, imagination is not in the paint, and thought is not in the words. These are just raw materials we
use to stimulate an inductive proceswe can generate a field shift from thought to sand to thought

again.

Even when you are explicitly teaching conteamid when what appears to be learned is content, since
the content itselinever persistfrom the initial presentation of that content to the ultimate
reproduction of that content, what you are teaching is nlo¢ tcontent. Rather, what you are trying to
induceis a neural state such that, when presented with similar phenomena in the future, will present
similar output. Understanding that you are train a neural net, rather than store content for
reproduction, is ky.

Moncton, Monday, April 05, 2010



http://projecteuclid.org/DPubS/Repository/1.0/Disseminate?view=body&id=pdf_1&handle=euclid.ndjfl/1093636016
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Virtues Education

Re:What It Takes to Make a Student
By Paul Tough, New York Times

This was an interesting artiglesell worth the read.

A couple of things are happening here. First, and at surface level, the author is attempting a defense of
the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation, even though even he admits, near the end of the article, that
it will probably fal. He does this by focusing not on the mechanics of the legislastamdardized

testing and penalties for 'failing school$iut rather on the intent: reducing the gap between students

from poor and minority households and their contemporaries fromtevhiiddle class households.

By the measures taken to demonstrate achievement (which are at no point questioned by the author)
NCLB is failing. On almost all measures there has been virtually no movement in the gap in achievement
(and it is worth noting th even by this measure, the achievements of students from the two groups

have beerfalling in tandem).

The second, and more interesting, part of the article is the author's examinatioovofie thinks NCLB

can be saved. First, he argues, we need to reizegthe value of the objective; we need to move from
saying "these kids can't be saved..." to "these kids can be saved only if...". Then the question becomes,
what's working?

This is where the study of the different parenting styles between upper incomdéaaver income
households becomes significant:

- children of higher income parents are spoken to more frequently

- they hear a larger vocabulary of words

- they hear more encouragements, and fewer discouragements

- their parents are more involved in thdives

The suggestion here is twofold: first, that children of higher income parents get a better foundation for
their education, and second, and much more interestingly, they acquire a different set of cultural values
than those of poor parents, a set @dlues that is more valued in society, and it is the having of these
values that gives then a significant advantage.

| think there is merit to this observation.

Take smoking and exercising, for example. My observation is that people with higher incomeschre

more likely to exercise and stay in shape, and much less likely to smoke. Consequently, a person from a
lower income home, even if very well educated, will enter society with these different habits. They will
remain in lower class social circles (8reokers congregating outside, rather than the exercisers at the
club).


http://www.nytimes.com/2006/11/26/magazine/26tough.html?_r=1&pagewanted=all&oref=login
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Many cultural mannerisms are a lot more subtle. The story looks at how polite people in the different
groups are and how they listen to other people. But the range of phenomena is thiethe studying:
dress and hair style, eating habits, musical preferences, speaking style and accent, and the more.

"The real advantages that midd@ass children gain come from more elusive processes: the language
that their parents use, the attitude®ward life that they convey. However you measure cinddring,
middle-class parents tend to do it differently than poor parentsand the path they follow in turn tends
to give their children an array of advantages."

Leaving aside the criticisms of tHat the moment, we can see now how the schools singled out by the
author apparently succeed. In a word, they are immersive. They occupy much more of a child's time,
and they require the child's total attention while they are there. They deal with allcggehe child's

life. They treat learning as immersion into a cultural community as much as (or even more than) the
acquisition of a certain set of facts. And they explicitly instruct the children in those aspects of this
culture they may have missedtimeir home life.

Some of these result in almost immediate improvements in outcomes. The 'slant’ listening method, for
example (sit up, listen, ask questions, nod and track the speaker). | notice when | speak that this is how
people listen to what I'm sayg and | employ these cues to adapt my talk as | go along (interestingly,

the style of listening | learned was rather differeriactive listening”, where you actually restate and

echo what was said, was much more to my style, much more immersive, tltongidered 'disruptive’

in a classroom).

A lot of the cultural discipline has to do with work habits, this based on work showingliséfbline

scores were a more accurate predictor of G.P.A. than the 1.Q. scores by a factor of two." The trick to
attituRS U 2F O02dzNASS A& K2g G2 3ASH Add ¢KS | dzi K2 NJ 4N
of research being done around the country showing that “eognitive' abilities like selfontrol,

adaptability, patience and opennessthe kinds of qualitis that middleclass parents pass on to their

children every day, in all kinds of subtle and indirect waylsave a huge and measurable impact on a

OKAf RQ& FdzidzZNB adz00S&aadh

A third part of the article looks at how the successes of these schools to tobetiefits of segregated
learning and charter schools. "KIPP, Amistad and North Star were embraced by advocates from the right
who believed in the whole menu of conservative positions on education: school choice, vouchers, merit
pay for teachers." But the mie important lesson, he writes, is "the effort that would be required to

provide those students with that education.”

This is significant. Because in one sense, what these programs show is something we have always
known: that if you immerse a child intocalture, they will generally adopt the beliefs and values of that
culture. And it follows that if the culture is one that values learning, and behaviours that lead to
achievement in learning, then the child will, all other things being equal, learn teachi learning.
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But, first of all, this is not sustainable. As the article notes, the level of education provided in these
schools is much higher, much more intensive, than in traditional schools. Students are in class 60
percent longer, and the instructe work 15 hours a day. This means the students cannot work part time,
which excludes the poorest of them. And it will not be possible to require teachers to work such hours
(or to pay for the staff to provide an equivalent level of support). Charter dstave premised (in part)

on the idea of getting more out of teaching staff but eliminating their unions, but experience is
beginning to show that better working conditions, not worse, are required to get the most out of
teachers.

Secondly, though, we nedd question the wisdom in the long term, and across a wider scale, of what
amounts to cultural subversion. The methodology involves what is essentially a separation of the
students from their own culture, placing them into a substitute culture. This eselite tension

between home and school captured in such films as 'Dangerous Minds'. More, it also carries the
connotation that one culture the white middle class cultureis 'good' while the minority and lower
class cultures are 'bad'.

My observation ishat in Canada we have taken a different approach to obtain the same outcomes. This
approach is characterized in an advertising campaign that ran frequently on all television channels
(though the program seems to have ended with the current governmeRgbies' brains do not grow

by themselves," the announcer says. "You need to help them grow. Talk to your baby. Sing to your baby.
Play with your baby." What is significant is that in the background we hear people talking in their own
language, singing theown songs. (You can also see the British equivalent online,
http://www.literacytrust.org.uk/talktoyourbaby/index.htm).

What this program recognizes is that children aleadyimmersed in a cultural environment, and while
there is nothing particularly wrong with that environment, the children need supports that they are not
obtaining from their family and social milieu. So, instead of removing the children from their culture
entirely, they are attempting to foster the behaviours and attitudes that will lead to improved learning.
Instead, in other words, of taking the students to the learning, it takes the learning to the student. And
instead of rebuilding a culture from the groung, it supplements existing cultures.

This is more difficult because it doesn't address the second part of the equatiahsociety values

some cultural traits more than others. For while in some cases this valuation is reasonable and +ational
valuing selfcontrol and openness, for example, promotes safe and trusting environméantsther

cases valuing straight over gay, for example, or short hair over kthg valuation creates barriers that
exist only for the purpose of exclusion and defengprivilege. Tacitly and passively accepting the
valuations made by the dominant culture creates an environment of permanent privilege, for no matter
how much a person adapts, they will never be able to 'fit in'.

For this reason, creating an environmenéttosters greater achievement by the children of lower
income and minority families also involves creating an environment where the values favoured by
society as a whole are not cultural values per se but rather values that are culturally neutral. {€p crea
in other words, to foster a common cultural syntax, rather than a common cultural semantics. To, in


http://www.literacytrust.org.uk/talktoyourbaby/index.html
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other words, value certain behaviours, mechanisms and protocols, but to encourage independence and
diversity with respect to belief, style and appearan@/here 'cultural syntax' is a description of the
mechanisms that enable each other to interact, while 'cultural semantics' describes the mechanisms
that give meaning and value to individual cultures.

Cultural syntax, unlike cultural semantics, can bated as (and thought as) a 'game': "Middaliass
Americans know intuitively that 'good behavior' is mostly a game with established rules; the KIPP
students seemed to be experiencing the pleasure of being let in on a joke." It is a set of movements and
actions that you undertake, a protocol, a processgame, in other wordsbut emphaticallynot an
abandonment of cultural value.

What this involves in practice, then, is not the segregation and isolation of children in what amount to
‘cultural factories' btirather an understanding of and adaptation of the environments children already
inhabit. It involves, in other words, the 'seeding’ of these environments with the knowledge, tools and
values children need in order to become effective and capable learners.

We have already seen this effort undertaken with significant effect in previous societies. Propaganda
and advertising work. That is why propagandists and advertisers spend billions of dollars every year.
That is why, in every moment of every day, we argjacted to a barrage of commercial messages. That
is why, through the watching of television programs, sporting events and musical presentations each
generation acquires a particular set of shared icons and images, a particular vocabulary, a particular
ethos. That is why it is evgrossiblefor people like Drucker to talk about a 'net generation'. They (or, at
least, the white middle class version of 'they') are the product of what we have taught them, through
our society and our media.

In order to addres¢he problems of inequality in education, we need to begin by recognizing that
learning occurs not merely in the hours in front of a teacher but also in the many more hours spent
watching television, playing video games, surfing the internet and inhalsitiogty generally. And that
in order to foster a learning culture it will be necessary to take the learninghere the children are
and to seed those environments with exemplars of the values and virtues desired.

This igossiblebut may in some socieds be very difficult. In all societies commercial media more or less
predominates, and the messages contained in these media are fashioned in such a way as to promote
the consumption of the products and services offered by the sponsors. From time todimdengpdels

and good values appear (one thinks of the work of people like Bill Cosby or Henry Winkler) but on the
whole this is the exception rather than the rule. It is not necessary to cynically observe sponsors would
prefer that their customers remain @ducated, rather merely to observe that public education simply
isn't one of the things sponsors think about.

This is not a situation that will be reversed through public policy. The government cannot ordain that the
environments of all its children willebconverted into environments supportive of a learning culture,

with positive role models. Even programs such as 'talk to your kids' and only have a limited effect. Only
total control of the media would even make this possible, and the dangers inherastalrmedia
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control are now apparent to us all. It will not be possible to 'manage' or 'construct'-keproing
culture.

What is needed is a constant, persistent and positive reiteration throughout all of media of those
practices and values needed in erdo foster a learning culture. People need to demonstrate their
commitment to learning, and to do so in a public manner, and in such a way that they will be emulated
by those who follow. Childrenand their parents and communitiesieed to be encouragkeand

supported in the development of their own learning cultures and environments. We need to put into
the hands of these parents the knowledge and tools that will increase their capacity to teach, and the
models they can point to in support of this priet.

There is no quick fixand that is perhaps the greatest disservice this article does. There will not be a
turning around of society in a few years. Not because there is a lack of will, and not because there is a
lack of resources, but because theeatipt to engineer, rather than grow, a learning culture is fraught

with difficulties and dangers the planners cannot imagine. Paul Tough is quick to say academics do not
examine schools to see what's going on inside. | have stood inside former residemialssin Canada,
however, and taught their former students, and can speak of the damage caused when you attempt to
replace one culture with another.

Indoctrination, however much it appears to work in the short term and on a small scale, is not the
answer.Empowerment is, and only ever has been.
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The Science of Learning

AsClive Shepherd write$cognitive neuroscientist Dr Itiel Dror of Southampton University. Itiel is
becoming a bit of a celebrity amongst thdearning community in the UK as someone who avoids the
grand theories of learning and concentrates instead on practical tips based on what we know about the
brain and how it works (assuming we really do and this | must place on trust)."

Of course, the scemal side of me says that this is something like saying thanhskso can tell us best
how to win an auto race because he's a mechanic. There is, indeed, a distinction between knowing how
something works and knowing how best to use it.

Reading through theoints in ths summary, they seersort ofright, but not exactly right. Let me clarify
them.

9 The brain is a machine with limited resources for processing the enormous quantity of
information received by the senses. As a result, attention is extremetyigekend the brain
must rely on all sorts of shortcuts if it is to cope effectively.

My response: no criticism of this; it seems to be about right.

1 Teachers/designers can adopt two strategies to reduce the risk of learners experiencing
cognitive overload provide less information (quantitative approach) or take much more care
about how this information is communicated (qualitative approach).

Well, you see now, this approaches the problem not from the nature of the brain but rather from the
nature of theinformation And when we look at the information as nothing more than a pile of stuff to
be processed by the brain, then sure, these are the ways to deal with it.

But the other way to look at it is to, as promised, look at it from the perspective of naanzec What
does thebraindo in cases of cognitive overload? This is important because, if we know how the brain
will adapt, we knowhowto shape our information (if at all).

This is the subject of the next few points, so I'll continue.

9 Itis easier for g@erson to focus their intention on the desired point if there is minimal noise
(other information) surrounding it. Reducing noise also reduces context, so a balance needs to be
struck.

| assume he meant 'attention' and not ‘intention’. In any case, I'm there are all kinds of tests
proving this, but I will point out that theature of the subjeds a much more significant variable.


http://clive-shepherd.blogspot.com/2007/02/science-of-learning.html
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People are able to focus on things even in the most extreme of circumstances if they are sufficiently
interested. That'siow you can have kids playing video games even while the house is burning down
around them (I guess that's the sort of 'context' that would be important). By contrast, if you aren't
really interested in what you are doing, the least amount of noise distrgau.

We know this because (as was just stated above) we know that the brain is extremely selective and
filters out stuff that isn't important.

Perspective matters. From the teacher's point of view, the content (lessons or curriculum) is constant,
while the level of background noise is the variable. From the point of view of the learner, however, the
content is also variable. That's why you get two very different interpretations of the same phenomena.

1 Overload can be reduced gyoupingitems/steps (whattiel calls 'chunking'). Grouping can be
accomplished by placing people/objects/events into categories, or by compressing a number of
procedural steps into one, automatic action. Visually you may separate items by space, size or
colour. Learners will natally employ grouping as a strategy, although they may do this
inappropriately and the process requires effort. Better for the designer/teacher to present
material ready grouped.

This is a good strategy and one | have recommended elsewhere to help pedplacsademic essays
easily and proficiently (and without notes, but | digress). | find it interesting, though, that he used the DE
design term 'chunking'. Maybe reading something other than neuroscience?

Yes, there are different types of groups. Groupd thake sense conceptually, especially if linked to a
larger framework, are better (I would add that colour is rarelgyir, a part of such a framework).

But is it better for the teacher to present the material already grouped? How does that follol If t
intent is to have the student learn the information (ugh, bad terminology) themuistask, is it the
groupsthat aide remembering and understanding, or thecess of groupinthat does this? If it's the
latter, then presenting the information alreadyouped may help the teacher remember, but will do
nothing for the student.

Because, as | noted above, it is better if the groups align with-&xisting conceptual framework, it is
better then if thestudentdoes the grouping, because that way the pss allows the student to
connect, in an organized way, new knowledge with existing knowledge.

1 A side effect of grouping is that once the action is completely familiar (that old 'unconscious
incompetence' phase), the individual finds it hard to explain thew do it; they lose control
over the process because it has become automatic (so old hands may not always be the best
teachers?). Grouping is essential to our functioning, but there are obvious dangers, i.e. unhelpful
stereotyping.

Here there seems toéba confusion between grouping, as in the sense of classifying different perceptual
entities into types, and grouping, as in the sense of combining several activities into one. Now this isn't








































































































































































































































































































































































