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What is learning for, anyways?

















Where we stand 
today

• Information overload

• Rapid pace of knowledge evolution

• Decreasing consensus on what is the 
truth

• Lowered faith in formal education

• Questions and problems that require 
answers we don’t yet know

• Increasing outsourcing of reasoning and 
judgment



Traditional epistemologies and pedagogies 
are out of step with modern crises



LIFE Center (2005). "The LIFE Center's Lifelong and 
Lifewide Diagram".



Learning is part of adaptation and it 
happens all the time



Key questions 
about the 

need for 
learning

Intentional or accidental?

Intrinsic or extrinsic 
motivation?

Instrumental or end goal?





Reasons to learn (computer science)

Santo, Vogel, & Ching (2019) CS for What? Diverse Visions of Computer Science
Education in Practice. New York, NY: CSforALL.



Key questions 
about the 
nature of 
learning

Facts and recall vs skills and 
capabilities vs inclinations and growth

Individual or collective

In the head or with the world

Learning to do or learning to become?







New epistemologies

• Learning as transmission

• Knowledge as static

• Knowledge as information

• Knowledge as individual

• Learning as co-construction

• Knowledge as emergent

• Knowledge as doing

• Knowledge as distributed



How do we 
learn when we 
don’t have all 
the answers to 
share?

“Growth as aim and ideal” 
(Dewey)

Critical consciousness and 
action oriented learning (Freire)

Expansive learning (Engestrom)



Making a 
change

New ways to learn old 
things?

Old ways to learn new 
things?

New ways to learn new 
things 



The Learning 
Sciences

•Research and Design
•Lifelong, Life-wide Learning
• Interdisciplinary and 

Contextualized
•Empirical, and iterative



•Sustained
•Systemic
•Interdisciplinary



What we focus on



Sustainability and 
learning
Ensuring that our environment, our 
society, and culture can continue 
and thrive is a core goal for our 
sustainability theme. Climate change 
and other global disruptions such as 
COVID-19 require that people 
conserve what we value, innovate to 
respond to new circumstances and 
challenges, and anticipate and adapt 
to change. Each of these tasks 
requires learning about our changing 
conditions and learning to be 
resilient and proactive in the face of 
that change.



Social justice and learning

A reckoning is happening in the US and globally 
with the ways that prejudice, bigotry, and social 
and economic inequities corrode society and hold 
back the human race. Learning about the ways 
people's lives and histories differ, how to embrace 
and build on those differences, and how to 
transform and overcome systems of oppression 
are key challenges in today's world



Human development, 
flourishing, and learning

Growing to be an empowered, well-adjusted 
person is a neverending journey that begins in 
infancy and continues throughout the lifespan. We 
learn how to communicate, connect, and live 
healthy lives across our lifespan.



Learning new 
literacies for tech 
and design
Technological advancements 
are accelerating, and this 
poses a problem for how 
people at all ages can learn to 
apply technologies in their 
lives and to participate in the 
creation, design, and 
governance of these 
technologies.



Some examples



Corridors of Learning

Project for Public Good, A City Divided:  
A Brief History of Segregation in Buffalo , 2018



Advocacy Groups for Highway Removal



Community workshops to develop learning 
agendas
• Walking tour and documentary 

making
• Collection of oral histories, 

photos, artifacts
• Shared mapmaking 
• Identification of audiences and 

learning needs



STEMCyclists Buffalo

“Riding with neighborhoods 
not through them” 
 —SlowRoll Buffalo



• Creating texts for children to 
support early literacy that meet 
their unique pedagogical, 
linguistic, and cultural needs

• Developing national networks of 
educators, policymakers, and 
researchers to consider how AI 
could be responsibly 
incorporated into the classroom

• Designing with and for teachers 
and kids



Participating in Literacies and Computer 
Science
• Research-Practice Partnership 

to support CS for All in NYC 
Public Schools

• Research on pedagogies for 
emergent bilingual learners 
turned into citywide 
professional development R&D



Dangers in the moment



What is our 
role?

• New models of knowledge in action: 
Understanding universities as 
proponents of, not warehouses for, 
knowledge

• Knowledge is as knowledge does: 
Teaching and research are two sides of 
the same coin

• Humility and the unknown: We have the 
opportunity to spark knowledge building 
to meet the needs of the future rather 
than presuming we have all the answers

• Relevance and rigor: Truth and being 
right won’t matter if we aren’t helping 
address real problems in people’s lives 
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