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It is important to reconsider the problem of social context, given the
intensity of contemporary concern about relational, situated, histori-
cal conceptions of social practice and activity, the self and subjectiv-
ity, and their located everyday character. Through vivid accounts of
human endeavors as diverse as psychotherapy, artificial intelligence
research, and blacksmithing, Understanding Practice offers creative
approaches to the question of the role of context in human action
and interaction. The excitement and fascination of these chapters
lies in part in their pursuit of a closely interrelated set of theoretical
quandaries through rich portraits of everyday practices. Further, the
authors set out from the beginning to present the most formidable
and different approaches to the contextual character of human activ-

1ty.
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Series foreword

The situated nature of learning, remembering, and understanding is
a central fact. It may appear obvious that human minds develop in
social situations, and that they use the tools and representational
media that culture provides to support, extend, and reorganize men-
tal functioning. But cognitive theories of knowledge representation
and educational practice, in school and in the workplace, have not
been sufficiently responsive to questions about these relationships.
And the need for responsiveness has become salient as computa-
tional media radically reshape the frontiers of individual and social
action, and as educational achievement fails to translate into effective
use of knowledge.

This series is born of the conviction that new and exciting interdis-
ciplinary syntheses are under way, as scholars and practitioners from
diverse fields seek to analyze and influence the new transformations
of social and mental life, and to understand successful learning
wherever it occurs.

Computational media include not only computers but the vast
array of expressive, receptive, and presentational devices available for
use with computers, including interactive video, optical media such
as CD-ROM and CD-I, networks, hypermedia systems, workgroup
collaboration tools, speech recognition and synthesis, image process-
ing and animation, and software more generally.

These technologies are dramatically transforming the basic pat-
terns of communication and knowledge interchange in societies, and
automating the component processes of thinking and problem solv-
ing. In changing situations of knowledge acquisition and use, the new
interactive technologies redefine-in ways yet to be determined -what

vii
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viii Sertes foreword

it means to know and understand, and what it means to become
“literate’ or an ‘“‘educated citizen.”

The series invites contributions that advance our understanding of
these seminal issues.

Roy Pea
John Seely Brown
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