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Learning takes place all the time when we are up and about. All kinds of learning takes place when we are
engaged in our daily routines, and even when we are doing nothing meaningful or too strenuous. Some of
us would argue that learning is a natural process and that learners are self-organizing entities. This means
that we are able to learn from our own and others’ experiences and mistakes.
Does this mean that we can leave learning to chance? In some cases we may, but in most organized
educational settings, I believe that we cannot afford to leave learning to a chance occurrence. Learning is a
complex phenomenon, a time consuming and costly activity. In order to produce the best results, with
minimal resources and the shortest possible time, we need to carefully design and manage our learning
activities.
Yet our educational experiences are littered with failed and poor learning and teaching experiences that
have produced nothing but boredom and agony for our students as well as the teachers. Many of us will be
able to recall the meaningless bits and pieces of data, facts and procedures that we were required to learn in
our primary and high schools, and also in the tertiary institutions that we may have attended.
I have often felt, and regretted that I was required to spend too much valuable time in the primary and
secondary schools and not learning enough in order to be able to take advantage of the opportunities that
lay ahead of me. In retrospect and now armed with the knowledge of human development and learning, I
believe that all that I was required to learn during the eight years of my primary education and four years of
my secondary school education could have been learned in half that time. The remainder of the time could
have been used in learning several more languages and perhaps a lot more.
I believe that my primary education and my high school education failed me and many like me. This was
due mainly because our educators didn’t think carefully enough about what we needed to know, why we
needed to know it, and how we were going to learn it. It is a wonder how we survived the system despite its
faux pas.
Careful attention to what we need to know, why we need to know it, and how we are going to learn it is at
the heart of learning and instructional design. It is too important a matter to be left to chance.
Fortunately for us there is increasing interest and awareness among contemporary educators that learning
should be meaningful, and also that it should be an enjoyable experience. We are also recognizing that
learning is most efficient and effective when we are engaged in learning by doing something meaningful
within a real or an authentic situation or context. This context provides the “anchor” which is sorely
needed to literally “hold down” the facts, procedures and principles that we need to learn.
Learning that is contextualized and meaningful has the best chances for lasting impact. Learning designs
that can support this kind of learning experience are called “situated learning designs”. These learning
designs place learners in authentic situations within which they are required to resolve real world problems.
In so doing they must critically reflect on numerous intervening variables in order to resolve the problem at
hand. In order to be able to do this, they have the support of teachers, technologies, parents and many other
agents or stakeholders who are there to provide learners with the essential scaffolds.
Common examples of situated learning designs are Scenario-Based Learning; Problem-Based Learning;
Case Study-Based Learning; and Design-Based Learning. These learning designs draw upon age-old
constructivist principles of learning which promotes the idea that knowledge and expertise is developed
through engagement, interaction, and critical reflection by learners and teachers.
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Developing situated learning designs
Carefully crafted situated learning designs begin with the identification of the key competencies that
learners must acquire from the designed learning experience. These competencies will lead to the
articulation of the learning outcomes for the learners. The learning outcomes should help the identification
of typical events in the life of a person who has accomplished these outcomes.
The next step in the process is to identify the main steps or processes that one might take or follow to work
through these, and similar sorts of events. We are now ready to develop a scenario or context that will have
the richness and variety that will offer scope for the foregoing steps and/or processes. In light of the
intended learning outcomes, we are now able to develop the learning tasks and assessment activities that
learners will be required to complete within the context of this scenario. This will include the selection or
development of a range of learning resources and opportunities for collaborative learning and teaching,
and feedback and remediation.
Students’ and teachers’ roles in situated learning designs
Situated learning designs promote a “learning-centered” focus, which is a slightly different concept from
the widely known “learner-centered” focus. At the heart of a learning-centered environment is the learning
experience. The student, obviously a very important part of this environment, is an agent in the designed
learning experience. Other relevant agents in the environment include other students, teachers, tutors,
information resources staff, parents, siblings and numerous other stakeholders.
In this scenario, learning and teaching need not be confined to any time, place or pace. With the help of
various kinds of information and communications technologies, learning becomes an ongoing experience
within which the various learning agents are operating continuously in a distributed educational setting.
The learning scenario, problem or case and the designed learning experiences including learning activities
and assessment tasks provide learners the structure and scaffolding they need to pace their learning
activities.
Teachers are no longer the sole source of subject matter content. The relevant content may be found in a
variety of locations such as in books, computers, and other devices including DVDs, CDs etc. Teachers,
tutors and other support staff serve as resources in an information rich learning-centered environment. To
the learners, they are all critical to the conduct of their learning activities. They serve to point learners in
the right direction, and help them sift through essential and non-essential information.
A paradigm shift in teaching and learning
The foundations of situated learning designs are not new. Most of the key principles which include,
learning by doing, experiential learning, problem-solving, critical reflection in and upon action, and
collaborative learning are tried and tested methods and have been part of our educational schema for a very
long time. What is new and challenging about these principles and their application is how they are put
together into operational models in different kinds of educational settings and for different kinds of subject
matter.
Models of situated learning designs offer inroads into how we can begin to integrate the basic principles of
good teaching and learning practices into sound operational models. This requires not only a deeper
understanding of learning and cognition, but also plenty of courage and conviction to look beyond our own
prior experiences, however successful these might have been in producing outstanding graduates in the
past.
The natural tendency for many educators is to say why do we need to bother? Haven’t we produced the best
scientists and scholars already with our existing practices? Why change something that is already working
well? Why fix it, if it is not broken?
My response to that is that, perhaps in those cases where we have been successful, we may have done the
right thing. Not all of our current teaching and learning practices are poorly conceived. So let us not throw
out the “baby with the bathwater”. Lets us closely examine our current practices, and let us keep those that
are working well and change those that are not working so well.
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Lets us begin to look at what we teach, why we teach it and how we teach it. Let us see if we can do better.
My hunch is that we will find more often than not, we can do better. In the end education should be a lot
more than about learning the facts, procedures and principles, or the science, history or geography of this
and that. The facts, principles and procedures are important of course -- what is critical is how they are
taught and learned and why they are taught and learned? These are the questions that ought to preoccupy
the minds and energies of our best and brightest educators.
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